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Translator’s Preface 

The task of translating Sayyid Ali Al-Hakeem’s book was 
gratifying and enlightening. The book delivered precious 
nuggets of knowledge and polished pearls of wisdom in a 
style that is both conversational and pleasant. This book is 
our attempt to pass these nuggets and pearls on to you in a 
style that is similarly conversational and pleasant. We thank 
the Sayyid for allowing us to benefit from this endeavor. We 
wish for him a life filled with scholarly attainment, in hopes 
that he will continue to pass along these treasures. 

Here, we must humbly admit some of our limitations. First, 
we must admit the great difficulty that comes with the at¬ 
tempting to translate die Holy Quran. Muslim scholars have 
pondered on the meanings of the holy text for centuries, and 
the meanings of its verses only grow deeper as time passes. 
The process of translation always begs us to find precise 
meanings for the passages that we translate. However, when 
we encounter the majesty of the Holy Quran, we find our¬ 
selves incapable of understanding, let alone translating, its 
true and deep meanings. We turned to the works of transla¬ 
tors who have attempted to do diis before. Although no 
^ransladon can do jusdce to the Holy Quran, we found that 
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the translation of Ali Quli Qarai to be the most proper in 
understanding when compared to the understanding of the 
text as derived by our grand scholars. As such, we decided to 
rely on Qarai’s translations throughout this book, with some 
adaptations that allowed us to weave the verses more appro¬ 
priately widi the rest of die work. 

A second great limitation came with translation of the narra¬ 
tions of die Grand Prophet Muhammad (s) and his Holy 
Household (a). Their words are ever so deep and ever so 
powerful. We attempted to convey diese passages to the 
reader in a tone diat is understandable without deviating from 
the essence of the words of these immaculate personalities. 
We pray that we were successful in this endeavor. 

Finally, we want to take diis opportunity to thank you for 
your support. As students of Islam and as translators of this 
text, our greatest purpose is to please God by passing along 
diese teachings to others. By picking up this book, you have 
lent your crucial support in diis endeavor. We hope that you 
will continue your support throughout the rest of this book, 
and we ask that you keep us in prayers whenever you pick it 
up. 

The "Editorial and Translation Team, 

The Mainstay Foundation 
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Introduction 

In the name of Cod , the most Benefice til, the most Merciful 

Praise be to God, Lord of the Worlds. May God send His 
peace and blessings to the most noble of His creatures, the 
Holy Prophet Muhammad (s) and his Progeny (a). 

Mankind lives in this world surrounded by temptation and 
desire. Many of us fall into complacency — becoming more 
and more attached to this world while not paying much at¬ 
tention to the hereafter. God sent His messengers and scrip¬ 
tures to call mankind to avoid the temptations of this world 
and seek the eternal life of the hereafter, setting on a journey 
towards an everlasting Paradise. 

God created a system in which our free will and choices can 
lead us towards the greatest of spiritual heights to be the 
greatest of His creations. This spiritual journey is not a small 
or trivial matter. We cannot approach the task of spiritual ad¬ 
vancement without first equipping ourselves with the proper 
tools and understanding. 

This book is a compilation of lessons in ethics revolving 
around specific discussions on man’s relationship with God 
and the effects of our actions on that relationship. The topics 
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discussed here range from the methodology for self-better¬ 
ment to building a relationship wkh the Creator. It is an effort 
to provide some pracdcal wisdom for anyone seeking to 
reach closer towards the Almighty. 

The teachings of Islam have one unequivocal goal - to allow 
followers to pursue excellence. From that perspective, Islam 
places great emphasis on knowledge and learning. We can see 
this in the verses of the Holy Quran. These verses give 
knowledge a special status diat is unique when compared 
with other human virtues. God says in the Holy Quran, “Say, 
l/lre those who know equal to those who do not know?* Only those who 
possess intellect take admonition God also says, “Only those of 
God's se wants having knowledge fear Him ." 1 2 

The traditions of the Holy Prophet (s) and his Progeny (a) 
contain numerous similar admonitions as well. It is narrated 
that Imam Al-Sadiq (a) said, “The Messenger of God (s) once 
said, ‘Seeking knowledge is an obligation on every Muslim. 
Verily, God loves the seekers of knowledge.”’ It is also nar¬ 
rated that the Commander of the Faithful Ali ibn Abi Talib 
(a) once said. 

Oh people! Know that excellence in faith consists of seeking 
knowledge and acting in accordance to that knowledge. In¬ 
deed, seeking knowledge is a higher obligation for yon than 
seeking sustenance. Your sustenance is pre-ordained and 
guaranteed. Your Just Lord has divided it amongst you and 
promised to deliver it to you. Surely , He will keep His prom - 


1 The Holy Quran, 39:9. 

2 The Holy Quran, 35:28. 
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ise. [On the other hand,] knowledge is protected by its keep - 
ers. Yon were commanded to seek it from its keepers, so go 
forth and seek it. 

Islam did not stop at admonitions and theories about 
knowledge and learning. Instead, it created opportunities and 
enabled conditions that would foster learning, research, and 
study. Amongst these was the establishment of Friday prayers 
— God says in the Quran, “0 you who have faith! When the call is 
made for prayer on Friday, hur/y toward the remembrance of God, and 
leave all business. That is better for you, should yon know .” 3 One of 
the important pillars of this ritual is the sermon, where the 
prayer leader must convey Islam’s teachings, in addition to 
addressing all other relevant worldly and other-worldly mat¬ 
ters. 

Dear reader, this book is based on a compilation of Friday 
sermons that I have delivered over the years, as well as lec¬ 
tures I have given at a number of commemorations and cel¬ 
ebrations. Throughout such gatherings, I have been able to 
address and speak on a wide array of issues relevant to the 
Muslim community. 

At the insistence of a number of dear brothers, I compiled 
my notes to publish a series of books with the hopes that 
God will accept the work and that the benefit will spread to 
the believers. I tried to maintain the conversational tone of 
the original sermons in order to make the books more reader 
friendly. After a series of these books were printed in the 
original Arabic, a group of believers then insisted to have the 


3 The Holy Quran, 62:9. 
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work translated into English so that English-speaking audi¬ 
ences may benefit as well. 

I thank God, the Exalted, for His infinite support and favor. 
I must also thank everyone who participated in making this 
book a reality. 

I ask God, the Almighty, to take this work as an act of devo¬ 
tion for His sake and to accept it by His grace. He is surely 
the All-Kind and Magnanimous. 

Ali Al-Hakeem, 

Dubai, United Arab Emirates 
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In the Name of God , the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 
\‘j^ 5 iLr* ^ 5U0VI UiU- 


I//deed We created man ftvm the d/vp of a mixed fluid so 
that We may put him to test , so We endowed with hearing 
and sight! 


The process of developing and training the spirit is not some¬ 
thing that can be approached haphazardly. It requires a me¬ 
thodical approach, relying on precise scientific foundations. 
Without such an approach, any attempt to improve the soul 
will likely not yield the intended result. The study of such 
methodologies and their foundations is often referred to as 
the science of ethics. 


Thus, we can say that the science of ethics is the study of the 
proper ways through which to achieve virtues and avoid vice. 
Through ethics, we can find the proper methods and means 
to reach our goal of spiritual attainment and moral excellence. 


1 l*hc Holy Quran, 76:2. 
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Indeed, this is one of die greatest reasons for which God Al¬ 
mighty sent his messengers and aposdes. Prophet Muham¬ 
mad (s) said, 

fJ K. ^ ^ Ui 

Indeed\ I have been sent to complete the best of morals: 

Methodology 

It should come as no surprise that spiritual attainment re¬ 
quires a properly prescribed course and method. It is clear 
that in other areas of life an individual needs to similarly fol¬ 
low a properly prescribed mediod to accomplish a particular 
goal. When it comes to physical training and fitness, for ex¬ 
ample, we see that an individual who exercises rarely and in- 
consistendy will not attain the goal of physical fitness. Con¬ 
versely, an individual who puts too much strain on his body 
will end up causing unexpected ailments and harm his body 
instead of developing it. 

Since the human spirit is much more sensitive than the body, 
we must make sure to follow the proper methodology 
through which we can attain our goal of spiritual develop¬ 
ment. We must look for the method that was prescribed to 
us by God Almighty so that we can attain our goal of devel¬ 
oping closeness to Him. 

The process of spiritual development and the practice of eth¬ 
ics cannot be reached solely through theoretical discussion 
and study- A person will not start behaving in a certain way 
simply because he studied its merits. A behavior must be 


2 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 16:210. 
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practiced before it becomes habitual and part of the individ¬ 
ual's character. 


A person cannot become brave simply by studying the attrib¬ 
ute and believing that it is a valuable course of acdon. He 
must act with bravery when applicable before he can become 
a brave individual. Simply speaking of bravery or acting 
bravely on one or two occasions does not translate into an 
internalized characteristic. The same is true with all other vir¬ 
tues. Only with continuous application of virtues will an in¬ 
dividual achieve them as characteristics. They become at¬ 
tached to the individual and an inseparable part of him. Oth¬ 
erwise, the individual becomes a manifestation of the holy 
verse. 


V O& \jjS jjl 


The example of those who were charged with the Torah , then 
failed to cany it\ is that of a mule canying books . Evil is the 
example of the people who deny God's signs , and God does 
not guide the wrongdoing lotd 

We should also note that practicing virtue and refraining 
from vice does not alone provide the most complete results 
in terms of the development of the spirit. An individual needs 
to maintain true and sincere belief. Islam sees an inseparable 
link between belief and action; neither is complete without 
the other. An individual of sound belief will be driven to¬ 
wards virtuous deeds and building a virtuous character. An 


* The Holy Quran, 62:5. 
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individual of faulty beliefs is more easily swayed towards vice. 
As God Almighty says. 


MP A ^ ^ 



The good land\ /Ar vegetation comes out by the pemission of 
its Lord. As for that which is bad } it does not come out except 
sparsely . TA//J do We paraphrase the signs variously for a 
people who give thanks. 4 


And just as virtuous character and behaviors stem from a 
sound belief system, such character is also a major factor in 
preserving and maintaining faith. God Almighty says, 


c f if* J* 


A fSS 0lSUJ\ zJx c % 








Whoever seeks honor [should know that] honor entirely be¬ 
longs to God. To Him ascends the good word\ and righteous 
conduct elevates it. As for those who devise evil schemes , then 
is a seven punishmentfor them, and their plotting shall come 
to naught / 

Conversely, engaging in vice has its effect on a person's faith 
and belief. God says, 


4 The I lolv Quran, 7:58. 
5 'ITjc I lolv Quran, 35:10. 

M ^ 
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t c IjiiSj Jji \/JT J c$\yL i\ \ji\J <5> 


- ♦ *' » ' 
0^>-i 


Tfc fate of those who committed misdeeds was that they de¬ 
nied the signs oj God and they used to deride them. 6 

So, there is a strong relationship between knowledge and 
faith on one end, and character and conduct on the other. 
Sound belief and knowledge will drive an individual to adopt 
good traits and act virtuously. Unsound beliefs and the lack 
of knowledge will draw an individual deeper and deeper to¬ 
wards vice and deviance. Righteous conduct will help pre¬ 
serve sound beliefs, whereas vice and misdeeds will under¬ 
mine sound faith. 


Widi this introduction in mind, we can now address the dif¬ 
ferent methods which scholars of ethics have laid out for 
sound spiritual development. 


Temporal Incentives 

One theory — discussed by early philosophers and adopted to 
a greater extent by modern and contemporary philosophers 
— proposes that man will act virtuously so long as diere are 
physical and emotional incentives diat will drive him towards 
that end. Similarly, an individual will refrain from vice so long 
as there are adequate physical and emotional disincentives to 
vice. So for example, so long as acting virtuously would be a 
means to achieve monetary rewards, recognition, and praise, 
an individual will act virtuously. So long as engaging in vice 


6 The Holy Quran, 30:10. 
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will result in monetary loss and harm to the individual’s rep¬ 
utation, the individual will refrain from vice. 

This theory is not entirely accepted by Islam. It is true that 
someone who does good should be rewarded and praised, 
but this has its conditions. 

The temporal rewards earned by acting virtuously are just that 
— they are limited by time and space and will cease at some 
point in time. What value is praise to an individual who has 
died and departed this world? Even when an individual is 
alive, what value do praise and admiration really carry for the 
individual? 

In addition, praise can be a cause for vice just as it can be an 
incentive for virtue. A person who is continuously praised 
will develop a sense of arrogance and conceit. His action 
would be simply a facade by which he seeks only more praise. 
Once the praise stops, so will the virtue. 

Thus, Islam does not accept this approach completely. It is 
true an individual who does good should be praised for his 
actions. Imam al-Rida (a) said, 

j& ^ ^ 0^ jl 

Whoever neglects to praise a good-doing creature , he has ne¬ 
glected to praise the Almighty Ctea tor. 7 

Praise is a means to incentivize the doing of good and spread 
virtue within society. 


7 Al-Sadouq, Vyoi/n AkJibar aI-Rida y 1:27. 
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At the same time, Islam rejects egotism, arrogance and du¬ 
plicity. Because praise can sometimes lead to such vices, Is¬ 
lam recommends that we deal with it cautiously. The Holy 
Prophet (s) said, 

Thtvw dust in the faces of flat tenrs. s 

Accordingly, praise should not turn to flattery and feed die 
ego to the point of arrogance. 

Thus, praise is appropriate in many circumstances, including: 

1. To incentivize virtue and push people to compete in 
this regard. God Almighty says, “For such let the vi- 

* j>9 

ers vie. 

2. To remember the virtuous individual by his good 
traits and have that as a cause for the believers to pray 
for him. 

3. To bring joy to the believer's heart by assuring him 
that his actions are accepted by God Almighty. We 
see that the Holy Quran praises die believers by men¬ 
tioning dieir virtues, and such praise reflects God's 
acceptance of their deeds. 

4. To strengdien social ties and community relations be¬ 
tween the believers. 

All this is appropriate so long as praise does not lead to the 
deterioration of another virtue or driving the individual into 
a vice like arrogance and duplicity. 


8 Al-'Amili, Wasael al-Shitu 12:132. 

9 The Holy Quran, 83:26. 
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Metaphysical Incentives 


The second approach to ethics looks at the metaphysical con¬ 
sequences of an individual’s actions and what they mean for 
him in terms of his life in the hereafter. Aldiough this is 
somewhat like the previous approach - both rely on a system 
of incentives — there is a great difference in terms of the de¬ 
sired incentive. In the first approach, the incentives for action 
or inaction were limited to the physical realm. In die second 
approach, die incentives are wholly metaphysical. This differ¬ 
ence translates into a great difference in results as well. 
Whereas a physical result is fleeting, a metaphysical one is ev¬ 
erlasting. More specifically, we can list the differences be¬ 
tween the two approaches as follows: 


First, die result in the second approach is everlasting. It is 
not somediing transitory such praise or wealth. Rather, it is 
an everlasting life in the gardens of Paradise. God Almighty 
says, 


z>$\ ^3 J pl3i.p1 \§\- 5 1^3 0 p 


Indeed God has bought from the faithful their souls and their 
possessions for paradise to be theirs: they fight in the way of 
God, kill, and are killed. A promise binding upon Him in 
the Torah and the Evangel and the Quran. And who is Inter 
to his pmmise than God? So rejoice in the batgainyou have 
made with Him, and that is the great success.' 0 

Imam Ali (a) also says, 


10 The I loly Quran, 9:111. 


12 



Spiritual Methods 


W ^ kU ^ Ail 

Your souls an as valuable as Paradise. Do not sell it for any 
other price! 11 

Worldly rewards are limited and fleeting, whereas the rewards 
of the hereafter are everlasting. 

Second, metaphysical rewards are conditioned on sound 
faith. Virtuous actions do not deserve a metaphysical reward 
unless they are undertaken with the right intent and belief. 
The second approach is very different from the first ap¬ 
proach which does not give any regard to the individuaPs 
faith. 


Third, the second approach looks at die soundness of an in¬ 
dividuaPs actions both internally and externally. This is be¬ 
cause the soundness of an action is contingent on the sound¬ 
ness of the factors that drove the individual to undertake the 
action. God, who will reward the individual for his actions, is 
omniscient, He knows and assesses the individual holistically 
and completely, internally and externally. This too, is contrary 
to the first approach, where die individual is assessed only 
externally. 


Fourth, the second approach is more just, as God does not 
let any virtuous action go unrewarded. God Almighty says, 

if v 3 rrJ $ 

d* 0-? of”- •if- 


11 Al-Ratli, Nahj al-Balagha, 4:105. 
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I do not waste the work of any worker amongyou, whether 
male orfern ale;yon are all on the same footing. So those who 
migrated and were expelled from their homes , and were tor - 
merited in My way, and those who fought and were killed — 
I will surety absolve them of their misdeeds and I will admit 
them into gardens with st/earns naming in them, as a /eward 
from God, and God - with Him is the best of rewardsJ 2 


God Almighty also says, 


\ya jji 3^5 if 3 *1 £ & 3^? 0^ 


ir* 


So whoever does an atom’s weight of good will see it, and 
whoever does an atom's weight of evil will see it. 13 

No individual will lose out in the end, as all actions will be 
rewarded. Thus, each will work knowing that they will be re¬ 
warded justly by God. This is contrary to the first approach, 
where the rewards are conditioned on the assessment — 
whether just or unjust — of other individuals and society at 
large. 

This second approach is adopted by Islam, just as it was 
adopted by the previous divine messages. The dudes of the 
prophets and messengers were to warn and give glad ridings 
to their nations. They are the ones that give glad ridings of 
Paradise and warn of HellfLre. God Almighty says, 


12 llic Holy Quran, 3:195. 
u The I Ioly Quran, 99:7-8. 
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O Pivphet! Indeed We have sent you as a witness, as a bearer 
of good news and as a wamer and as a sum mo tier to God by 
His pemission , and as a radiant lamp J 4 


Divine Love 

This third approach, which relies entirely on divine love, is 
mentioned in the Holy Quran. In fact, Allama Tabatabaei 
mentions in al-Mi^an, 

This third approach is found only in the Holy Quran and is 
not contained in what we find of the Holy Scriptures or the 
teachings of the past pivphets. Neither is it mentioned in the 
teachings of the spiritualphilosophers. It consists of nurturing 
the individual in both character and knowledge through dis¬ 
ciplines that leave no room for vice. In other words, it is the 
removal of vicious characteristics thivugh elevation rather 
than thivugh revulsion ! 5 

The discussion of divine love is a lengthy and complex one, 
requiring a detailed analysis of many precise intricacies. But 
in general, this third approach relies on two main pillars — 
knowledge and pious works. 

The first pillar — knowledge — requires the individual to ded¬ 
icate himself to the realization of pure monotheism. Before 
an individual can work on attaining virtue and avoiding vice, 


14 The Holy Quran, 33:45-46. 

15 A1-Tabatabaei, al-Mi^ w//, 1:358. 
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he must first attempt to know God sincerely. As our narra¬ 
tions mention, die basis of religion is knowledge of God. 
Once die individual attains sincere knowledge of God, diere 
will be no room left for vice. 

But how? If we wish to understand how true and sincere 
knowledge of the divine eradicates any room for vice, we 
must take a step back and ask ourselves, "Why do we act in a 
certain way? And why do we refrain from certain actions?* 

When it comes to actions we undertake, we can see that they 
stem from an aspiration to achieve a certain result. A person 
may excel at his job in order to get a promotion. Another may 
become proactive and act with bravery in order to receive 
honor and recognition. On the flip side, we refrain from cer¬ 
tain actions because there is some force or result that we fear. 
A person may drive at the speed limit for fear of getting a 
traffic ticket. Another may work hard to get an A in class be¬ 
cause he fears that he might disappoint his parents. 

Thus, the roots of our behavior can be found in two mental 
processes — aspiration and fear. 

If we understand this premise, we can see why a true and sin¬ 
cere knowledge of God eradicates any room within us for 
vice. All his aspirations flow from his knowledge of God's 
mercy, magnanimity, and benevolence. All his fears flow 
from an understanding of God’s just retribution. Thus, all his 
actions are rooted in knowledge of God Almighty and are 
aligned to His will. As God says, 


t 
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oii ^ ^ ot 0 s ot® 6*3 

o' o3j^ ^1 3 b ^ ^ 

ju jui 4JJ1 


Among the people an those who set up [idols] besides God, 
loving them as if loving Godl Yet (he faithful have a more 
ardent love for GodSurely, the wrongdoers will see, when 
they sight the punishment, that power ; altogether ; belongs to 
God, and that God is severe in punishment . 16 


No one has any power to fulfill his aspirations, except 
through the sole and absolute power of God. A person who 
knows God knows that only He has real power and honor. 
This knowledge will erase all vice and leave no room for him 
to act in any way except for His sake. 


The second pillar — pious works - cannot be achieved with¬ 
out that first pillar of knowledge. Once an individual attains 
that knowledge, he must work in accordance to it. This can 
only be maintained through dedication of love to God. 


An individual who loves another individual or tiling will fo¬ 
cus his dedication towards that object of love. The beloved 
will hold sway over the lover and the lover falls under the 
spell of the beloved, to a point that may even turn into wor¬ 
ship. Allama Tabatabaei says, 

If a servant increases in faith and belie], his soul and mind \ 
an drawn towards his Lord. He will reflect on His Glorified 
Names and beautiful attributes, which an impeccable and 
above any lack or fault. The soul will continue to be drawn 


16 The Holy Quran, 2:165. 
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and elevated until be begins to worship God as if he sees Him, 
knowing that God sees him . The individual will see the man¬ 
ifestations oj this dedication and love, and that love will con¬ 
tinue to gfvw due to the innate human drive to love all that 
beautiful 17 


An individual who truly loves a tiling will love everything as¬ 
sociated with it. So whoever loves God will love everything 
which manifests God's attributes. Who manifests the attrib¬ 
utes of God better dian the prophets and messengers who 
were sent to us by Him — chief among them being die Holy 
Prophet Muhammad (s)? That is why God Almighty says. 







fx-J Ji 


m£- 


Say [0 * P/vphet Muhammad], If you love God, then follow 
me; God will love you andforgive you your sins, and God is 
all forgiving, all-merciful * 8 

The bottom line is diat the latter two approaches, widi all 
their overlap, are both adopted by the religion of Islam. God 
Almighty has called mankind to perfect themselves through 
these mediods. This is die meaning of the narration in which 
Imam al-Sadiq (a) is reported to have said, 

\jJuP ioljP cAtid 

4)1^ o^LP ^ 

.5^La1\ o^Lp dAti L> 


i? AJ-Tabatabaei, 1:374. 

The Holy Quran, 3:31. 
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People are of time types . There an those who worship God 
Almighty out of fear, and that is the worship of slaves . Then 
an those who worship God Almighty in aspiration of ‘reward, 
and that is the worship of laborers . And there an those who 
worship God Almighty out of love for Him. That is the wor¬ 
ship of the free and it is the best of worshipJ 9 


•9 Al-Kulayni, at-Kafi , 2:84. 
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Between this World 
and the Hereafter 


hi the Name of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 

j£& 5 Isiif Jr j oj jii iliS U ly 5 bi£ 5W 



2fcj tUifc 


Whoever desires ibis transitory life, We expedite for him 
therein whatever We wish, for whomever We desire . Tfo// We 
appoint hell for him, to enter it, blameful and spumed. Who¬ 
ever desires the Hereafter and strives for it with an endeavor 
worthy of it, should he be faithful, the endeavor of such will 
be well-appmiated. To these and to those - to all We extend 
the bounty of your Lord, and the bounty of your Lord is not 
confined'J 


1 The I Toly Quran, 17:18-20. 
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Mankind lives in this world surrounded by temptation and 
desire. On a general level, people largely fall into compla¬ 
cency — becoming more and more attached to this world 
while not paying much attention to the hereafter. God Al¬ 
mighty verifies this observadon when He says in the Holy 
Quran, 




Indeed, you [mankind] love this transitory life and forsake 
the Hereafters 


God Almighty tells us about how we give in to temptation 
and desire, even though He has promised us great rewards in 
die hereafter. He says, 


ysf ^3 ^3 


You desire the transitory gains of this world\ while God de¬ 
sires for you the reward of] the Hereafter] 

There are many similar verses diat clearly call for mankind to 
avoid the temptations of this world and seek the eternal life 
of the hereafter. Indeed, one of the most important missions 
of the prophets and messengers was to remind people of the 
hereafter and guide them towards an everlasting Paradise. We 
find this to be clearly evident in the words of our Immaculate 
Imams. We also find that pious individuals are always looking 
towards die hereafter and seeking God’s promised rewards 
dierein. 


2 '[lie I lolv Quran, 75:20-21. 
5 'ITic Holy Quran, 8:67. 
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There is a clear preference towards the hereafter over diis 
transitory life. So why do so many people continue to be at¬ 
tached to this world and seem to work tirelessly for it, while 
putting little thought and effort into the hereafter? Why this 
persistence in being attached to the transitory life while ne¬ 
glecting the eternal one? 

There are many points that can be made in answering this 
question. However, the most important point - and the main 
subject of this chapter — is the lack of true understanding of 
the two worlds. 

If we observe how people around us look at this issue, we 
find that diere is much confusion in disdnguishing between 
the two. In odier words, many people usually look to the 
hereafter in the same way that they look at this world. Due to 
our shortsightedness, we analyze and value the realities of die 
hereafter the same way we analyze and value them in this 
world. We attempt to use our understanding of die physical 
world to judge and place a priority on the metaphysical. 

Yet, there are those who have been blessed to realizing the 
priority of the hereafter. They are attached to eternal life and 
strive to gain its greatest rewards. They do so because they 
have a true understanding of the hereafter; one that does not 
rely on their limited physical observations and sensations. In¬ 
stead, they gain dieir understanding from the words of God 
in die Holy Quran and the traditions of the Holy Prophet (s) 
and his Immaculate Household (a). The hereafter is part of 
the unseen realms that we cannot observe or fully under¬ 
stand. Therefore, we must turn to the divine to provide us 
with a true vision of the hereafter and clarifv for us its distill- 
guishing characteristics. 
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So the root of die dilemma lies in our flawed understanding 
of the hereafter. We attempt to superimpose our understand¬ 
ing of the physical world over the metaphysical, resulting in 
our inability to understand die hereafter or immerse our¬ 
selves in it. 

Therefore, we must attempt to understand the reality of die 
hereafter and the differences between it and diis transitory 
life. We must approach diis topic with a practical oudook — 
our study and understanding of these differences is not meant 
to be theoretical, but is intended to have a real and practical 
impact on our mindset and behaviors. So as you read die rest 
of diis chapter ask yourself the following questions: 

How have I been looking at the hereafter? Do I truly under¬ 
stand die differences between the hereafter and this transi¬ 
tory world? What do these differences mean for me? How 
can I change my day-to-day habits and behavior so that diey 
reflect a more accurate understanding of these two worlds? 

You Reap what You Sow 

One of the main differences between die two worlds is that 
the physical world is meant for action, while the hereafter is 
where we reap the consequences of our actions. Think of this 
world as your farm. The more seeds you sow and nurture, the 
greater your harvest will be. If you sow bitter seeds through 
sin and deviance, you will reap die evil diat you sowed. This 
very same analogy was given by the Holy Prophet (s) to his 
companions when he said, 

jA 4c J^o Ljj]\ 
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This world is fhe farmland of the HereafterS 

Thus, this world is the world of action, while the hereafter is 
the world of consequences. You reap in the eternal life what 
you sow in this transitory life. 

This understanding provides us with a lens that we can use 
to draw further conclusions about the two worlds and change 
our habits and behaviors accordingly. 


Firstly, we must understand the importance of utilizing this 
world to sow the greatest amount of good. In fact, it is our 
only chance to sow and prepare for the harvest. The more we 
sow in this world, the greater our chances of reaping a higher 
level of eternal happiness in the hereafter. That is why the 
narrations of the Immaculate Imams emphasize the need to 
invest our time in this world properly. The opportunities to 
invest that are available now to us might soon diminish or 
fully disappear. As the Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 


c\^ < 4*1 

^3^3 jlijl 

cp 3^1 \ 


0 9 servants of God, work now for the Hereafter] while your 

tongues an free,your bodies an healthy,your limbs an active, 

the ana of your coming and going is vast and the course of 

your naming is wide; before the loss of opportunity or the op- 

* 

ptvach of death.’ 


4 Al-lhsa’ei, Await ai-Ln*ali t 1:267. 

5 A1-Kadi, Nnbj at-balagba, 2:171, Sermon 196. 
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Secondly, we may come across some words of disparagement 
towards this world in die Holy Quran and noble traditions. 
But when we approach dais world as an opportunity to pre¬ 
pare for the odierworldly harvest, it becomes clear that this 
disparagement is no longer applicable. In fact, we find that 
die Holy Quran and the noble traditions praise this world 
when it is approached as the means to gaining the rewards of 
the hereafter. In one narration, Imam al-Baqir (a) was asked 
about die verse, 

p ^3 

The abode of the Godway is surely excellent. 0 

He replied, “This world [is die excellent abode of the God- 
war ) 7 ].” 7 In another narration Imam al-Baqir (a) relays that 
God Almighty said to Moses, 

jH\ ^ A >1- i* j,u\ ^ ^m\ p j 

[This world] is the abode of the unjust y except for those who 
act righteously in it; for then/, it is a good house. 8 

The position of the Divine Legislator towards this world is 
based on the position we take towards it. If we treat this 
world as an end in itself, it becomes disparaged as an evil 
home as it will be the downfall of whomever strives toward 
it. However, if it is treated as a means to achieve the great 
promises of the hereafter, it becomes a good home. In fact, 
there are narrations that forbid us from cursing this world. 
The Holy Prophet (s) is reported to have said. 


^ The Holy Quran, 16:30. 

7 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 70:107. 

8 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 70-104. 
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^ J\ \L*\ 4^ UjJ\ vlJU LjJl 4&t jJ :ju* 1\ Jl3 bj 4j\ 


Do not curse this world, for it is a good vehicle for the believer ; 
Throng!) it, he will do good and avoid evil If a servant says, 

!May God curse this world,' the world replies, \Surely , God 
will curse whomever is more disobedient of our Lord!* 


Thirdly, the hereafter is the world of consequences and re¬ 
wards. Once a person arrives to that world, he will no longer 
have the opportunity to change his position. The opportunity 
— rather, the many opportunities — given in this world will be 
gone. Once a person ungratefully allows all opportunities to 
pass -him by, God will not give him furdier chances to cor¬ 
rect his mistakes. The Commander of the Faithful (a) says, 



< 


Today is the day of action, where there is no [divine] reckon - 
ing. Tomorrow is the Day of Reckoning, where there will be 
no [opportunity for] action J° 

A person can continue to live in this world widi the oppor¬ 
tunity and hope of someday changing his habits and behav¬ 
iors to the better. However, once his life in this transient 
world ends, he will not be able to live in that hope. A person 
will reap only what he sows. That is why die Holy Quran tells 
us about the situation of an individual who missed diese op¬ 
portunities and how he will beg to be returned to this world 
so that he can correct his mistakes. God Almighty says, 


* Al-Majlisi, Bihar a!-Anwar, 17:388. 

10 A1-Radi, Nabj at-Balngha, 1:93, Sermon 42. 
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tc? WU ^ JUl y) *U- 

Oj^ A (^'ji 0^3 3* 


H^I&tf// death corns to one of them, he says, "My Lord! Take 
me back, that I may act righteously in what I have left be- 
hind. } "By no means! These are mete words that he says. ’ 
And before them is a banier until the day they will be mar¬ 
keted. 11 


God Almighty — who created us and knows best what we 
harbor in our hearts — describes mankind as liars, even in that 
cry described in the verse above. God tells us that even if we 
are returned to this world, we would just go back to the way 
we were. He says, 



Indeed, what they used to hide before has now become evident 
to them. But were they to be sent back they would tevert to 
what they wete forbidden, and they ate indeed liars. 12 

So we must realize that the only opportunity we have to bet¬ 
ter ourselves and seek eternal happiness is in dris transient 
world. We must use this realization to drive change within 
ourselves, so that our habits and behaviors conform to this 
reality. 


11 'Hie Holy Quran, 23:99-100. 

12 'Hie I loly Quran, 6:28. 
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A Fleeting Life and an Eternal One 


Another of the important differences between the two 
worlds is the nature of their existence. This physical world is 
only transient — its existence will last for a set period. This 
world is characterized by change. In it, each individual has 
die ability to change him or herself and their surroundings, 
or be changed by people and circumstances. 


The ever-changing nature of this world has allowed us to de¬ 
velop habits through which we cope with and make use of 
the circumstances we face. Every day we live our lives with¬ 
out giving much thought to days past. We may face some 
trouble in this world, but we always have hope diat things will 
change to the better. 


However, because we have developed these habits in this 
world, we tend to superimpose them — whedier consciously 
or not - on to the life of the hereafter. We think that even 
when our time in this world ends and we move on to the 
next, we can expect to change our lot and move on. We think 
that even if we face some punishment or retribution in die 
next life, it will be temporary and fleeting. 


Yet if we read the words of the Holy Quran, we find diat it 
places a great emphasis on die everlasting nature of the here¬ 
after. The Holy Quran tells us that a person who is rewarded 
with Paradise will forever live honored therein and whoever 
is deserving of Hellfire will also take it as an eternal home. 
God says in the Holy Quran, 


J \p> c fa V ck ft 
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^4^ Jp ^'3 - h 4 ^4 Oi ^ ^ 

■> ^ 

jjjiiu j£ tlLi- "(215) tli. U V\ d>ljU2J\ j-ilS U t^i 


- ^ 


T/tf it corns, no one shall speak excepf by His leave. 
/O// that day J some of them will be wretched and [some] 
felicitous. As for the wretched\ they shall be in the Fire: their 
lot therein will be gwaning and wailing. They shall remain 
in it for as tong as the heavens and the earth endure — except 
what your Lord may wish; indeed your Lord does whatever 
He desires. As for thefelicitous, they will be in paradise. They 
will remain in it for as long as the heavens and the earth 
endure - except what your Lord may wish - an endless 
bounty. n 


Indeed, the Holy Quran is clear that no one will be able to 
escape Hellfire after being sentenced there through God’s di¬ 
vine judgment. God Almighty says. 



As for those who have transgressed, their refuge will be the 
Fire. Whenever they seek to leave it, they will be turned back 
into it and told: Taste the punishment of the Fire which you 
used to deny. * 4 

On the other hand, those granted Paradise are meant to stay 
there for eternity. God says, 


‘ 3 Thc Holy Quran, 11:105-08. 
14 The Holy Quran, 32:20. 
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^jjL ofi»- ^4-Ai-^. oUJUJ\ ^^3 

(^^3 ^3j' ^ i>4^- 


for those who have faith and do righteous deeds , IPV j7;r/// 
admit them into gardens with streams running in them , A? 
remain in them forever In it , thete will be chaste mates for 
them , IP 7 ? j/w// #dw// them into a deep shade . /5 


The people of Paradise will be constantly engaged in merri¬ 
ment and pleasure. God says, 



* 


Indeed today the inhabitants of paradise rejoice in their en¬ 
gagements - they and their mates , reclining on conches in the 
shades . There they have fruits , and they have whatever they 
want . 'Peace!’— a watchwordfmm the all-merciful Lord. 16 


Thus the nature of the hereafter is one of constancy. Change 
is the exception rather than the norm. There are instances 
when a person may enter Hellfire for only a temporary pe¬ 
riod. Those are the individuals who died with true faith, but 
whose sins do not allow them to enter Paradise. For them, 
Hellfire will be a temporary period meant for purification, af¬ 
ter which they are shepherded into Paradise. 

Still, this does not mean that we can take the punishment of 
Hellfire lighdy. Ahhough there is a chance that it will be tem¬ 
porary, even that is a great burden to bear. Imam Ali (a) said 
in one of his sermons, 


“The Holy Quran, 4:57. 

'<■ The I Ioly Quran, 36:55-58. 
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You should know that this thin skin cannot tolerate the Fire 
[of He//]. So, have pity onyourselves becauseyou have already 
tried it in the tribulations of the world. Have you ever seen 
the crying of a person who has been pricked with a thorn or 
who bleeds due to stumbling or whom hot sand has burnt? 


<4 fzii Laij L^aJu ft- C-waP lij 6-3Lo 


How would he feel when he is between two frying pans of 
HeHJire with stones all round and with Satan as his compan¬ 
ion? Do you know that when Malik [the guardian of He/fj 
is angry with the fire, its parts begin to clash with each other 
[in rage], and ' when he scolds it, it leaps between the doors of 
Hell crying on account of his scolding] 7 


The World of Flay and ti-ie World of Life 

In this world, we constantly interact with many creatures of 
different types. Some creatures are living and thinking like us 
— other human beings. There are other creatures that are also 
alive, but that do not have die faculty of reason, like animals 
and plants, diere some creatures that we perceive to be inan¬ 
imate, like roads and buildings. 


n Al-Radi, Naif/ al-Balagha ; 2:113, Sermon 183. 


32 


Between this World and the Hereafter 


Throughout our lives, we give the most attention and care to 
other living, thinking beings — other individuals. We don’t 
give that same care to animals and inanimate objects. We care 
about how other people perceive us, but we do not care about 
die percepdons of our pets and walls. That is why we may 
not sin in the company of other people, but we do not hesi¬ 
tate to do so in the presence of an animal or an inanimate 
object. 

This observation — which is fully reasonable within die 
bounds of this world — does not hold true once we steer our 
vision towards the hereafter. We find that die Holy Quran 
describes how inanimate objects come to life in the hereafter 
and testify to what diey witnessed in this world. Even our 
body parts will be granted a life of their own so that they can 
give their testimony against the soul inhabiting the body. God 
Almighty says, 






& J5 1 3*3 


They will say to their skins , Why did yon bear witness 
against ns?’ They will say, We wen given speech by God, 
who gave speech to all things. He created yon the first time, 
and yon an being brought back to Him. 16 

God also says, 



18 The Holy Quran, 41:21. 
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Today We shall sea! their mouths y and their hands shall 
speak to Us, and their feet shall bear witness concerning what 
they used to earn! 9 


Indeed, die hereafter is the realm of true life. God says, 

iJ c J && ij?‘ ** u 3 


The life of this world is nothing but diversion and play, but 
the abode of the Hereafter is indeed Life [itself], had they 
known! 0 

Realizing this truth can mean so much for each one of us. We 
must understand that everything around us is perceiving what 
we do and witnessing our conduct. This realization can be¬ 
come a driving force for us to change our habits and behav¬ 
iors. Yet because we don’t realize this, we continue in our sins 
and deviance despite having witnesses all around us. Since we 
don’t realize how observant and perceiving the physical ob¬ 
jects around us are, it is no wonder diat we don’t pay heed to 
the fact that we are always perceived from beyond the world 
of matter. If we cannot heed the perception of our own 
limbs, how can we heed our all-witnessing Lord! 


A Social World and an Individualistic 
World 

We believe that there is a direct relationship between our be¬ 
haviors and their consequences. In odier words, there is no 


19 The Holy Quran, 36:65. 

20 The Holy Quran, 29:64. 


34 


Between this World and the Hereafter 


difference between our actions and the rewards or punish¬ 
ments associated with them. We see this in some verses of 
the Holy Quran, like the one speaking about oppression of 
the orphans. God Almighty says. 




Indeed those who consume the property of orphans wmngfn/ly, 
only ingest fire into their bellies, and soon they will enter the 
B/a^ef 

So the act of oppressing the orphans and the act of ingesting 
flames are the same — except that we do not direcdy observe 
the latter in this world. 


We do not observe and realize that the direct consequence 
and punishment of our misdeeds is due to the social nature 
of this world. Our righteous deeds and the righteous deeds 
of others around us protect us from being instandy punished. 
God Almighty says. 


ifcl* 'fL. ^ JJfc 5ru 3 


Your Lord would never destroy tbe townships unjustly while 
their inhabitants were bringing about reform. 


Imam Ali al-Rida (a) also said. 


21 The Holy Quran, 4:10. 

22 The Holy Quran, 11:117. 
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JP <usl jU- ^ ^ lyS&i loU aU_ 5 pi jO J=r sf & ji 
f4*- >£] Tyr^y ‘pp ^r^y «p> f\p ‘^' (_S^^ 

U?J 4j ^jy^>J <L^> 


Every night God has a caller call, Wail! Wail, 0 ’ servants 
of God and refrain from disobeying God. Surely, if it were 
not for the free-ranging cattle, suckling infants, and prostrat¬ 
ing elders, punishment would have surely befallen you andyou 
would surety be thrashed a [dire] thrashing. £i 

We do not see a direct and instantaneous punishment in this 
world due to others around us. But when we turn to the here¬ 
after, we do not see any similar social effect A transgressor 
will face judgment for his deeds in the hereafter and will have 
to face punishment without the interference of any other 
creature. Similarly, the virtuous will face judgment and will be 
rewarded with Paradise without the interference of any odier 
creature. The hereafter is die world of separation between 
good and evil. On that day a caller will call. 


Stand apart today, you guilty onesf 4 


In die hereafter, there will be a clear separation between peo¬ 
ple. God describes this as follows. 


p °^3 5^33 x}'} If. $ o' 

oJ\ ^ ^ } && y^' ji tfd\ u 'i 

If oy&l' If $ oi ^'3 ^ 


23 Al-Kulayni, al-Kaft , 2:276. 

24 'lTic Holy Quran, 36:59. 
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If he be of those brought near, then [his reward shall be] ease, 
abundance, and a garden of bliss . if he be of the People of the 
Right Handy then [he will be told,] Peace be on you, from 
the People of the RJght Hand!’But if he be of the impugners, 
the astray ones, then a treat of boiling water and entry into 
hell Indeed this is certain truth . So celebrate the Name of 
your Hord, the All-supreme? 5 


In another verse, God describes the process by which people 
will be separated so that no one has any effect on die other. 


^ y> JJU'3 ‘ty j$\ tfcS j* j;J ^ 0\ 


The day you will see the faithful, uteri and women, with their 
light mo ving swiftly in front of them and on their right , [and 
they are greeted with the words:] Then is good news for you 
today! Gardens with streams running in them, to remain in 
them [forever]. That is the gnat success. L 

If we wish to achieve everlasting happiness and success in the 
hereafter, we must study and learn about die nature of that 
world. To treat the hereafter the same way that we treat this 
world will only cause us to miss our mark. So we ask God 
Almighty to illuminate our hearts with the light of knowledge 
and guide us towards what is best for us in this world and 
next. 


25 The Holy Quran, 56:88-96. 

26 The Holy Quran, 57:12. 
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hi the Nam of God\ the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 

C$fi4 I jli>3 ^ J!\ 3 ^ tffe 

o^ : .g : 0B3 ^i^\ 3 ^ U*3 





ylj for hint who gives and is Godwaty and confirms the best 
ptvmise, We will surely ease hint toward facility. But as for 
hint, who is stingy and self complacent, and denies the best 
promise, W ? will sttnfy ease him toward hardship ... 1 

ylj for those who strive in Us, We shall sunly guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuousr 

Everything in life is at its best when it is fulfilling its true role 
and purposes. Tools, for example, are at their best when they 
are used properly for the purpose they were manufactured 




•The Holy Quran, 92:5-10. 
2 The Holy Quran, 29:69. 
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for. A car will not do well if it is driven into the water and 
used as a boat — in fact, such misuse will ruin the car. The 
point is that when something is not serving its purpose, it is 
not in its best state and could even be approaching its own 
ruin. 

Mankind, the noblest of God’s creation, is the same way. We 
were created for die greatest and most honorable purpose. 
God created us so that we can worship Him and draw closer 
to him through knowledge and sendee. He says in the Holy 
Quran, 

\ diu. Uj 


I did not mate the jinn and the humans except that they may 
worship MeJ 


We were created by God Almighty to seek excellence and 
perfection through knowledge and worship of Him. This 
high purpose courses through our veins and flows through 
our bodies. Fulfilling our purpose comes only through wor¬ 
ship. Widiout worship, we are simply walking down the path 
of degradation and ruin. This is what God Almighty describes 
in the verse, 


4 of CP 0*3 


But whoever disregards My remembrance, his shall be a 
wretched life, and We shall raise him blind on the Day of 
Resurrection / 

God also savs, 


5 'ITic I loly Quran, 51:56. 

4 llie l loly Quran, 20:124. 
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J4- ^ o' ®j^ o' 

ji o^' 34. ^ its* ufiTU.> iki ;jl& 

„ 5 

J 


t . ?. 


'..v* 


o^3i ^ jftji 


Whomever God desires to guide y He opens his breast to Is - 
lam , whomever He desires to lead astray , He makes his 
breast nanvw and straitened as if he wen climbing to a 
height . TA//J does God lay [spiritual] defilement on those who 
do not have faith / 

We can come to two conclusions based on die verses men¬ 
tioned above. First, that mankind was created to seek close¬ 
ness to God through worship. Second, that mankind cannot 
fulfill its purpose and find true happiness and harmony with¬ 
out worship. 

However, many of us seem to be heedless of these facts. We 
do not read diese verses of the Quran and work in accord¬ 
ance to their guidance. Many times, people cannot find the 
will to worship or are easily distracted when they do. Why do 
we keep on ignoring our grand purpose? 

We must look for the causes behind our neglect so that we 
can solve the problem at the root. Once we identify the cause, 
we can find practical solutions that will allow us to engage in 
our worship, fulfill our purpose, and reach the excellence that 
God Almighty created us for. 

Now, the reasons behind this phenomenon are many, but we 
will focus in this chapter on five of the main causes of the 
problem. 


s The Holy Quran, 6:125. 
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Ignorance 

The first and greatest problem facing mankind is the problem 
of ignorance. It is ignorance that takes an individual down 
from an honorable position superior to all other creadons to 
a position inferior to many other beings. Ignorance is what 
drives us into losing the blessing of being able to engage in 
worship and taste the sweetness of drawing closer to God 
through worship. 

To find practical solutions to this issue, we must first identify 
the types of ignorance that can cause this problem. In general, 
we can say that ignorance of God, ignorance of oneself, and 
ignorance of the nature of worship are the roots behind the 
issue. Let's discuss these one by one. 

Firstly, ignorance of God is a major cause for our lack of 
worship. Knowledge is a primary pillar of worship — an indi¬ 
vidual with greater knowledge has a better understanding not 
only of die process of worship, but of die One he is worship¬ 
ping. An individual with greater knowledge of the divine will 
find in diat knowledge the necessary encouragement to drive 
him toward worship. That is why we see die Divine Legislator 
placing great emphasis on knowledge and learning. 

Why is knowledge so important? An individual cannot wor¬ 
ship something that he does not know and understand. With¬ 
out knowledge of God's majesty and grandeur, how can 
someone bring himself to obey and worship Him? Furdier- 
more, worship without knowledge will not allow us to reap 
die full benefits of worship. That is why the Commander of 
die Faithful says, 
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if 

OA" 0* 


Seam in yourselves knowledge of what you worship , jv? that 
you way nap the benefits of the movements of your limbs 
th/vugh worship of the One whom you know. 0 

Knowledge is intertwined even with the smallest details of 
worship. Worship cannot be a simple movement of the limbs 
in a particular fashion. To reach beyond that point and reap 
the true benefits of worship, the individual needs to know 
who he is worshipping. That is why knowledge itself is de¬ 
scribed as a great form of worship. Imam al-Rida (a) once 
said in a sermon, 

A3jxa as3jaa 0.3 Up 

The first step in worshipping God is to know Him . The pil¬ 
lar of knowing God is believing in His Oneness. 6 7 

Secondly, one of the greatest reasons for people to lack in 
worship is their ignorance of themselves. We do not under¬ 
stand who we are and why we were created. It is not enough 
to have a theoretical understanding of our purpose. Our un¬ 
derstanding must be real and practical. 

We need to understand that we were created to know and 
worship God Almighty, and that knowledge must be practi¬ 
cally translated into action. It is not enough to read and pay 
lip service to this verse — 


6 Al-Majlisi, Bihar at-Anwar, 75:63. 

7 Al-Sadouq, 'Ojoun A kb bar al-Kida (a), 2:135. 
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*504 ■»'. jifi is* >i2i 


I did not create the jinn and the banians except that they may 
worship Me. s 

A true reading of the verse must render this reality a driving 
force of our droughts, emotions, and behaviors. We must 
translate this verse into the fuel we need to act in accordance 
widi our purpose. 

If we cannot translate this understanding into action, then 
there is a problem in our understanding of the verse. What is 
die meaning of an individual neglecting the true purpose 
which will lead him toward eternal happiness, while pursuing 
other trivialities that earn him fleeting happiness in this tran¬ 
sitory world? It simply means that such an individual does 
not understand his true purpose. He does not understand the 
true meaning and value of his creation. 

In the story of creation relayed in the Holy Quran, we are 
told that God Almighty commanded Satan and the angels to 
prostrate to Adam. The angels did as God commanded, but 
Satan refused out of his arrogance. This arrogance was the 
reason for him being driven out of the true happiness which 
he attained and into the epitome of disgrace. 

Now we see mankind, who God commanded Satan to pros¬ 
trate to, now prostrating to Satan and following him into de¬ 
viance and disgrace. Doesn’t this mean that mankind does 
not understand what the reward truly is and the value it 
holds? 


8 The Holy Quran, 51:56. 
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Thirdly, mankind does not understand the true meaning and 
method of worshipping God Almighty. This lack of under¬ 
standing of worship results in a lack of will to worship. When 
most people think of worship, they only think of the physical 
aspects of prayer, fasting, hajj, and the other forms of wor¬ 
ship. They do not think of their deep meanings and conse¬ 
quences, and so they do not engage with these acts of wor¬ 
ship as they should. 


People think that worship is an issue of quantity — the more 
you pray the better. But in reality, the narrations of our 
Imams point out that little worship with knowledge and un¬ 
derstanding is better than much worship in ignorance. The 
Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 


^3 ^ Jir 

o' Jf- C Lu«> Afl ..k* (3^5 

p JJfl r 


A worshipper without an understanding [of the religion] is 
like a mule in a mill\ going atvund but not going anywhere . 
Two raka'atfrom a knowledgeable individual an better than 
seventy raka at fvm an ignorant individual That is because 
a knowledgeable individual is faced with sedition and is able 
to evade it by his knowledge , whenas sedition comes over the 
ignorant and destroys him thoroughly . Little action with 
much knowledge is better than much action with little 
knowledge , doubt, and misconceptions. 9 


9 A1-Mu feed, at-lkb/isas , 245. 


45 



Spirituality 


In addition, too much worship can result in boredom and 
disinterest. Prophet Muhammad (s) once said to Imam Ali 

(*)> 

^3 <3*-* *£* fa ‘<j?* 0^ ^ O* - 
J>13 t^a3 U?jl V^ V 1>;/U jU (dijj 5 j>L£ 

^ j' 0-* O 1 3* 

O' Ali, this religion is comprehensive, so delve in it gently. 

Do not let yourself resent the worship of your Lord — surely 
the exuberant [who does not take a rest on his journey] nei¬ 
ther preserves [himself fmm fatigue] nor covers a great dis¬ 
tance. So work with the hope that you will die at an elderly 
age, and be waty in fear that you might die tomorrow. 10 

This is why we see some people going on sprints of worship 
then going back to their old ways. Something drives them to 
worship God and seek closeness to Him, but they go about 
it the wrong way. They start to worship more and more — 
praying and fasting much more than they are used to. Then 
they get bored and disinterested in these acts of worship and 
they go back to their old ways. 

This is all a result of a lack of knowledge and understanding 
of what worship is and what it truly means. It is a result of 
not going back to the guides who were appointed for us by 
God Almighty to instruct us on the correct means of growing 
closer to Him. It is a result of not listening to and heeding the 
words of the Holy Prophet (s) and his blessed progeny. 
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People are also mistaken in thinking that worship is encom¬ 
passed in prayer, fasting, hajj, and die other prescribed forms 
of worship. Yes, prayer and fasting may be die greatest forms 
of worship, but true worship is tied to something greater than 
diese physical forms. True worship is live in a state of remem¬ 
bering, mentioning, and glorifying God Almighty. God says 
in the Holy Quran, 


& sto "siai A 5. A u A 

U pi 4% A J& jSjfy 


has been revealed to you of the Book, and main¬ 
tain the prayer Indeed the prayer restrains from indecent and 
wrongful conduct, and the remembrance of Cod is surely 
greater. And God knows whatever [deeds]yon do. n 

“The remembrance of God is surely greater.” True worship 
is for the individual to live in die state of remembrance. We 
can change every action that we take into a form of worship 
by having God at the forefront of our minds and only acting 
in ways that bring us closer to Him. Thus, our food, drink, 
work, and sleep could become forms of worship if God Al¬ 
mighty is always the end goal. 

Of course, all this is not possible without the requisite 
knowledge of God, of ourselves, and of worship. This 
knowledge cannot be attained without going back to God’s 
appointed guides. Only through going back to die narrations 
of the Holy Prophet (s) and die Immaculate Imams (a) can 
we attain true worship and turn our lives into a constant jour¬ 
ney of closeness toward God Almighty. 


n The Holy Quran, 29:45. 


47 



Spirituality 


Sin and Disobedience 


Sin is one of the greatest things that corrupts an individual 
and impedes his ability to worship and gain closeness to God. 
So long as a person refrains from sin, he can find inner peace 
and tranquility and will be constandy drawn towards remem¬ 
bering and worshipping God. A person’s pure and unaltered 
innate nature will continue to be active, calling him to seek 
refuge in God’s infinite perfection. However, when sin and 
disobedience get in the way and corrupt the individual’s 
preexisting pure nature, he will become further and further 
inclined towards deviance. With each sin and act of disobe¬ 
dience, more and more filth and rust will gather around the 
heart and undermine the individual’s judgment and foresight. 
As the heart grows darker, the individual will grow further 
away from worship until his heart becomes sealed and he will 
no longer be willing to change. God says in the Holy Quran, 


0 


, t 

- • 


Have you seen him who has taken his desire to be his god 
and whom God has ted astray knowingly , set a sea! upon his 
hearing and he ail, and put a blindfold on his sight? So who 
will guide him after God [has consigned him to error]? Will 
you not then take admonition? 12 

There are many other verses and narrations that speak of this 
process of ‘sealing’ of the heart. As the heart is the tool of 
guidance and the compass that leads toward God Almighty, 


n The Holy Quran, 45:23. 
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having it sealed means that the individual is bound to go 
astray. 

The blessed traditions and narrations have focused on this 
issue, and on how to purify a heart from the darkness of sin 
and disobedience. Imam al-Sadiq (a) says, 

J \j Li SsJait ^S\ 0 \ t *M.\ Jill U 

a j j. -j \ \ V ' ^ .1.« 

There is nothing wore comtp/ing of the heart than sin. Surely , 
when the heart tastes a sin , the sin shall reside inside until it 
overtakes it, turning it upside down J 3 

There are dozens of narrations that refer to this reality. Sin 
and disobedience are the primary factor for an individual to 
wander astray from the path of God. They create a malfunc¬ 
tion in the heart that stops it from drawing die individual 
closer to God. All of this means that the individual is not able 
to truly understand worship and engage his heart in it, thus 
being unable to reap its vast benefits. 

Love of this World 

Mankind is not created for this world. Our true home has 
always been in the hereafter. The more an individual is at¬ 
tached to the true life of the hereafter, the more he is drawn 
closer toward achieving the higher virtues that have a practi¬ 
cal impact on that everlasting life. This is not possible by any 
means other than worship and constant remembrance of 
God Almighty, always seeking His contentment and pleasure. 


13 Al-Kulayni, at-Kafi, 2:267. 
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Indeed, whoever chooses for himself a great goal like diis, the 
path toward that goal will be prepared for him and he will 
taste the sweetness in taking every step toward that goal. 

However, when an individual grows too attached to this 
worldly life, his love of this world and his lust for it will de¬ 
stroy any bridge he might have taken toward that higher goal. 
Whenever an individual takes this world as a goal, it begins 
to draw him away from his true and most noble goal. It will 
distract him from the padi towards true eternal happiness in 
the pleasure of God Almighty and under his unceasing grace. 

The Holy Prophet (s) and his family would always warn dieir 
companions about this treacherous padi. There are hundreds 
of narrations diat warn us of this world, just as the Holy 
Quran warned us of taking the world as a goal in itself. In¬ 
deed, this world is the best lure away from worship and obe¬ 
dience of God Almighty. That is why the Commander of the 
Faithful (a) said, 

0^' ‘ ® W-d' j! 

Surely, this world corrupts an individual's faith and dispos¬ 
sesses him oj his certainty . It is the head of sedition and the 
root of tribulation! 4 

Imam Ali (a) also explained to us the differences between the 
road towards the hereafter and the road towards the pleasures 
of this world. He said, 


u AI-Was id, 'Ojomi at-biikam, 152. 
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4^' ^ 0^ oip 3 oh^ 3 l$3l 5! 

J j $SjU* ^ 3 3 (J**?' UV_jJ J 


T7;/i jwr/i/ and the hereafter ate hostile enemies and divergent 
roads, Whoever loves this world and seeks it hates the here¬ 
after and is averse to it, They ate like the east and west; if 
the walker between them gets near to one y begetsfartherfrvm 
the other, 15 


Attachment to this world and its pleasures creates a constant 
distraction away from the remembrance of God. Since re¬ 
membrance is the fuel that lights our passion and ignites our 
energies to head towards God Almighty and seek His pleas¬ 
ure, the distractions of this world are nothing but hindrances 
and impediments on our path towards true eternal happiness. 
When our whims are in control and not our minds, we cannot 
come to understand and engage with our worship and reap 
its true benefits. We draw further away from worship and fall 
into constant forgetfulness and heedlessness of God Al¬ 
mighty. As the Commander of die Faithful (a) said, 




How can a person who does not fast from [obeying his] desite 
taste the beauty of worship? 16 

It is also narrated that the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

ok)' £>• Si** a* 


15 A]-Radi, Nabj al-Batagha^ 4:23, Saying 103. 

16 AlAVasiti, t Oyonn af-Hikaw, 384. 
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A person preoccupied with satisfying bis desires will bane the 
sweetness of faith uprootedfrom his heart! 7 

Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

lu\ j j>- jic y\ 


Your hearts are forbidden from tasting the sweetness of faith 
until they become austere in this world. 18 


Piety is a consequence of devoted worship and an individual 
cannot attain it and the true pleasure of God’s contentment 
if he is constantly occupied with this transient world. How 
can we achieve tins if we are constantly distracted by die 
world of entertainment? How are we to achieve this if the 
sole goal we set for ourselves is to make money and live a 
‘good life 5 ? We are easily distracted like this because we do 
not understand the realities of this world and the hereafter. 
We do not understand the words of God when He declares, 


j ‘ J A 0 5'; ‘ 4^3 # % $1' M «^3 



The life of this world is nothing but diversion and play, but 
the abode of the Hereafter is indeed Life (itself), had they 
known! 0 


The Holy Quran also says, 

J'3& S s® 3 % $3 ^ 



17 Al-Rayshahri, al-Hikma^ 1:201. 
ib Al-Kulayni, at-Kafi y 2:128. 

19 'Hie Holy Quran, 29:64. 


52 



W my do we Lack in Worship? 


U 3 C 411 jS aji ~3 I JuL 5>^ JJ "UUii. 

ii ysi v\ iiii\ 


Know that the life of this world is mere diversion and play, 
glamour and mutual vainglory among you and rivalry for 
wealth and children — like rain, whose growth impresses the 
farmer : Then it withers and you see it turn yellow, then it 
becomes chaff. Whereas in (he Hereafter there is forgiveness 
from God and His approval and a severe punishment. The 
life of this world is nothing but the wares of delusion. 20 


God Almighty also says, 


34 ^3 c 4)' fi j t 


0 you who have faith! Do not let your possessions and chil¬ 
dren distract you from the remembrance of God\ and whoever 
does that — it is they who are the losers. 21 

In all this we should make the point that tending to this world 
is not entirely and absolutely a bad tiling. It is only when it 
distracts us from the remembrance of God that it can have 
these severe consequences for us. When we take this world 
as a gift from God and a means to achieve His contentment, 
then we can see it as a boundless grace and great mercy. The 
narrations and verses mentioned above are all in reference to 
this world when it is taken as a goal in itself, and not when it 
is taken as a means to the hereafter. 


20 The Holy Quran, 57:20. 

21 The Holy Quran, 63:9. 
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Not Trusting in God 

One of die reasons why an individual may be stripped of the 
blessings of worship is due to his ignorant self-reliance and 
lack of trust in God Almighty. This is in fact a very dangerous 
path and can lead to ascribing a partner to God. A person 
should always know he is dependent — in every way and at all 
times — on God Almighty and His graces. We should always 
keep in mind that we need our Creator, whereas He is the 
absolutely independent being who is in need of no one. We 
must always look toward God and ask Him to support us in 
our padi towards Him. 

That is in fact what we do in our daily prayers. In every 
prayer, we read die first chapter of the Holy Quran, al-Fatiha . 
We recite the verse and ask God Almighty, 

gjjil 

Guide its on the straight path. 22 

We cannot simply rely on ourselves to reach and continue on 
the straight path. Guidance is something that requires our 
conscience reliance on God Almighty. For this reason, we 
must constandy ask God in our prayers to bless us with the 
strength and will to worship and obey him. This is what the 
Holy Household of the Prophet (s) taught us to do through 
their prayers and supplications. In one supplication taught by 
our Holy Twelfth Imam (a), we say, 

i Jtfcj < Ssllall y 


2 2 The Holy Quran, 1:6. 
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Our Lord! Grant ns the blessings of obedience , distance from 
disobedience, sincerity in intention, and an understanding of 
sanctity . Honor us with guidance and rectitude . Support our 
tongues with precision and wisdomP 


God will surely answer such a prayer recited in sincere devo¬ 
tion to Him. As He declared in the Holy Quran, 


^ ^ ‘tsLi fa# ba 


As for those who strive in Us, We shall surely guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous\ 24 


Indulgence in the Forbidden 

One of the material causes behind an individual's lack of wor¬ 
ship is the indulgence in what is Haram , or forbidden. God 
created mankind out of a body and a soul, both of which 
must be in harmony on the path toward die hereafter. So, 
much like there are spiritual factors that influence an individ¬ 
ual’s ability to seek closeness to God and taste the sweetness 
of worshipping Him, there are also material, physical factors 
diat can have their affect. 

Eating haram is one of those physical causes that can influ¬ 
ence our ability to reach closer towards God Almighty. We 
must keep our bodies pure so that what we take in does not 
influence our hearts and our innate nature. That is why die 
Holy Household of the Prophet (s) warned against eating 
what is forbidden and the harm that it could do to us on our 


23 Al-Qayyoumi, Sahifat af-Mabdi (a), 18. 

24 The Holy Quran, 29:69. 
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journey towards our eternal home in the hereafter. The Holy 
Prophet (s) is narrated to have said, 

J* fiA' ^ 

Worship while eating Ha ran/ is like b/aiding on sand:* 

He is also narrated to have said, 

J ^ _5 \jcSr ^ J <Lo d5j\ Jjii |l ^ y* 

•***. ^ J Vjj' ^ J J* ^ J \)\c&\ 

m 

j i^jvi i^ic- jji y* ^ jU\ o>\j j^ 4 ^® 

Ji *> 

Whoever acquires Hara/n wealth , Gtfri' wv// //<?/ accept f/v/n 
him any charity, emancipation [of a slave], Hajj, or ‘Umra. 

God will write for him instead of rewards, an increase in guilt. 
What remains of his [HI-earned] wealth will be his provision 
in he/lfire . Whoever is able to [acquire such Haram wealth] 
but fo/goes it for fear of God Almighty, he will enter under 
His love and mercy, and he shall be commanded to enter Par¬ 
adise: 6 


25 AI - M a j lisi, Bifutr at-A nwar , 100:16. 

26 Al- M a j lisi, Biixir at-A nwar , 100:17. 
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In the Nam of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 

A a w p cu p u \p d' $ b 

»yP§\ J LijJl sLiJ\ £• lii U]> c c 

DM 


Oj0// who havefait hi What is the matter with you that when 
yon arc told: \Go forth in the way of God\'yon sink heavily 
to the gmnnd? Are you pleased with the life of this world 
instead ofthe Hereafter? Bnt the wares ofthe life of this world 
compared with the Hereafter are bnt insignificant. 1 

In the previous chapter, we discussed love of this world as a 
reason why many of us lack in our worship and devotion to 
God Almighty. It is a doubtless fact that this world is a tran¬ 
sient and short one, to be left behind by each individual at 
the moment of death. Every individual knows with absolute 
certainty that he is not immune to death. So, in the grand 
scheme of creation, this world is a short stage to be followed 
by a long journey — at the end of which a person will either 


1 The Holy Quran, 9:38. 
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find “ease, abundance, and a garden of bliss” 2 or “a treat of 
boiling water and entry into hell.” 3 

Moreover, it seems to be an evident truth that every individ¬ 
ual on this earth carries problems and burdens that they im¬ 
agine are unique and greater than die burdens of any odier 
individual. Every individual - young or old, rich or poor, de¬ 
vout or sinful — will always complain about diis world and all 
its troubles. There is no one on Earth who is living in com¬ 
plete comfort and tranquility widiout complaint. 

In addidon, die faidiful know — through die realides ex¬ 
plained by God in the Holy Quran and dirough His prophets 

— that die pleasures of diis material world are transient. We 
know that the hereafter is the home of eternal happiness and 
bliss, whereas any pleasure diat we may attain in this world is 
fleeting. Besides, we know that anything we take in this world 
will be accounted for in the hereafter. 

Despite all this, we find that people — and even us believers 

— have a strong love and attachment to this world. We work 
tirelessly for its pleasures and seek its rewards. Each one of 
us wishes to remain indefinitely on this earth. That is why 
God addresses us believers in the Quran and asks, “O you 
who have faith! What is die matter with you that when you 
are told: ‘Go forth in the way of God,’ you sink heavily to the 
ground?” 4 

Why are we so attached to this transient world? How can we 
shake off this deeply entrenched attachment? 


2 The Holy Quran, 56:89. 

3 The Holy Quran, 56:93-94. 

* The I Ioly Quran, 9:38. 
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Our attachment to this world and practical preference for it 
over die hereafter has several causes deeply rooted in our 
minds. Every individual may have a set of factors for this at¬ 
tachment that differ from the factors driving any other indi¬ 
vidual. We will mendon here a few of the most common 
shared causes. 


Nurture 


An individual’s attachment and love for any matter can cer¬ 
tainly be traced back to his upbringing. Thus, the nurturing 
of an individual doubdessly has an impact on his attachment 
and love for this world. 


Most people are fed widi attachment to this world from a 
young age. A child is taught from a young age to tend to eve¬ 
rything that would help him thrive in this world. Right and 
wrong is taught in terms of worldly consequences. Learning 
is made out to be a means toward achieving a career as a doc¬ 
tor, engineer, or the like. Accordingly, learning and education 
is, at a young age, ried to the issue of money and the idea of 
generating wealth and living a ‘good life* on this earth. 


Of course, all this can be taught to a child without creating 
this deep materialistic link. Instead, a link can be created with 
the hereafter. For example, learning and education can be 
stressed to a child because it is something that our religion 
teaches us. We must learn because God loves the learned and 
educated. The Holy Quran says, 
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God will raise in rank those of you who have faith and those 
who have been given knowledge d 

We can teach our children die importance of work ediics and 
of earning a living, but without die emphasis on material 
wealdi. We must teach diem that this world is not a goal but 
a means, while the true goal lies in die hereafter. The Holy 
Prophet (s) says, 


jb 0*3 ^ oLjj ja ijfSs 


Let a servant take his provisions from this worldfor his here¬ 
after, from his life for his death , and from his youth for his 
old age. Surely, this world was matedfor you and you wen 
mated for the hereafter. 6 

As such, we can nurture our children to have an attachment 
to die hereafter and to minimize their attachment to diis 
world to the extent that diey can use it as a means toward the 
hereafter. However, this method can rarely be seen in society 
today. 

Some people claim that we need to teach our children in a 
way as to open die horizons of their future for them and not 
to complicate dieir minds and their personalities by tying eve- 
rydiing to the hereafter. It is as if they are assuming that hav¬ 
ing an attachment to the hereafter is a gateway towards de¬ 
pression and death. One of the great causes of our struggle 
and unhappiness is that we do not realize the truth of our 
world. If a person truly understands this world and its relation 


* 'fhe I Joly Quran, 58:11. 

6 Al-Kavshahri, Mi^an al-\-\ikma > 2:891. 
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to the hereafter, he would live in complete tranquility and 
mental stability. 

A person who grows too attached to this world, on the other 
hand, will in time lose it and lose his hereafter as well. The 
Holy Prophet (s) once said, 

ja ja Ua! \ jc- j\ 


God Almighty commanded this world\ 'Be tiresome to who¬ 
ever serves yon, and serve whoever ejects yon. }7 


Imam al-Sadiq (a) also said, 

cli 3 fff £ jiai\ &\ 3^ y jf\ Ujfoj is-*'* 7 °^ If 

If 3 ^ p-s 3 ^ M kjji <f ^3 

a! ^*3 4 J 3 ^ iUil * & 


Whoever goes on in his days and nights having this world as 
his biggest worry, God will [strike him with poverly] and 
scatter his efforts. He will not reap of this world anything 
more than what God had preordainedfor him. Whoever goes 
on in his days and nights having the hereafter as his biggest 
worry , God will plant contentment in his heart and gather for 
him his affairs. 7 8 

So, our love for our children should drive us to plant in them 
a love for the hereafter rather than an attachment to this 
world. It is enough to recall the tradition of the Holy Prophet 
(s) who said, 


7 Al-Sadouq, al-Amali , 354. 

8 Al-Kulayni, al-Kafi , 2:319. 
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JLai- £>\ 4 J 3 fjllj JA 4^ LuJ\j 

\jjl gUp ^Lo V \^A3j ViA <U* ^yU j V \jj\ *UP ^Vid ^J ^ ^ 

W oL^XUo jLj ^ Sb\$ 


Whoever' awakens while the world is his biggest worry, God 
will have nothing to do with him . HA heart will be bound by 
four characteristics: wony that will never leave him , obliga¬ 
tions from which he will never be released ' poverty which he 
will never be content with , and aspirations that he will never 

Min? 

Why is it that we teach our children to lead a life of worry 
and unhappiness by planting in them the seeds of love and 
attachment to this world? Our love for them should lead us 
to plant in them a love for die hereafter. 


After all, what great distance there is between a person who 
aspires for the pleasures of a fleeting world, and the one who 
aspires for the infinite happiness of an eternal world? 


Craving Immortality 


Every individual craves immortality and hopes to live eter¬ 
nally on this world. No one wishes to die and pass on to the 
next world. This stems from die love of this world and the 
lack of understanding of its true nature. God gives us this 
parable, 


bi 0 & 6 ^' AS3& & b# JKS ^ y $3 

3r>'3 Ji &•' ^ itiajl bLi 3 J 3 


9 Al-Hindi, Kan^al-K^mmal^ 3:226. 


62 


Love of th f World 


c i5> J Jd\ JiT s\y> 

< VOiA f&J o?^B l b<®e y5TJl f .jj3\ 


Relate to them cm account of him to whom We gave Our 
signs , £/// he cast them off. Then upon Satan pursued him , 
tfW he became one of the perverse. Had We wished\ We 
would have surely raised him by their means , £/// he dung to 
the earth and followed his [base] desires. So his parable is 
that of a dog: if yon make for it y it lolls out its tongue , and if 
yon let it alone , it lolls out its tongue. Such is the parable of 
the people who deny Our signs. So recount these narratives , 
so that they may reflect. 10 

An individual who was given the signs of God deviated and 
cast those signs away. Why? Because he “clung to the earth.” 
He grew too attached to this world, as if he is going to live 
forever. 


This desire in us should be addressed like any other desire. It 
is a blessing like all the other desires that God endowed us 
with, but it must be tamed like all odier desires. We must have 
it work within the framework of our reason, rather than al¬ 
lowing it to overtake our reason. Thus, we must take this de¬ 
sire for eternal life and direct it away from this world and 
towards die hereafter, where true happiness and immortality 
can be attained. That is why Luqman the Wise said to his son, 


10 The Holy Quran, 7:175-76. 
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My son, trade this worldfor the henafter and you shall win 
them both. Do not trade jour henafter for this world and lose 
them both. n 


Worldly Deception 


One of the reasons why mankind grows so attached to this 
world is due to the wondrous nature of its adornments and 
pleasure. We become enamored with the fleeting pleasures of 
the world. That is why God describes this world as one of 
deception in multiple verses of die Holy Quran. God says, 



The life of this world is nothing but the wares of delusion J 2 
He also warns, 

Jik pjk pj% y* 


Do not let the life ofthe world deceive you, nor let the Deceiver 
deceive you concerning GodJ 3 


In another verse He says, 





That is because you took the signs of God in derision, and 
the life of the world had deceived you. So today , they will not 


11 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Atiwar, 13:422. 

12 The Holy Quran, 3:185. 

»J The Holy Quran, 31:33. 
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be brought out of it, nor will they be asked to p/vpitiate 
[God ].' 4 


This is in addition to all the verses where God draws die dis¬ 
tinction between the pleasures of this world and those of the 
hereafter. God Almighty says, 










si* ils \ 3 


The love of [worldly] allures, including women and children, 
accumulatedpiles of gold and silver, horses ofmark, livestock, 
and farms has been made to seem decor ous to mankind\ 
Those are the wares of the life of this world, but the goodness 
of one’s ultimate destination lies near God ] 5 


God also says, 

top oujuj\ suii 5pj\ 3 



Wealth and children an an adornment of the life of the world, 
but lasting righteous deeds are better with your Lord in re¬ 
ward and better in hope J 6 

God continues to remind us that true eternal life and happi¬ 
ness lies in the hereafter and that everything in this world is 
merely a mirage when compared to the hereafter. Everything 


14 The Holy Quran, 45:35, 

15 The Holy Quran, 3:14. 

16 The Holy Quran, 18:46. 
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that has been put at our disposal in this world must be used 
to draw us closer to God’s contentedness and pleasure. 

The noble traditions also warn us from being deceived by tins 
world and its pleasures. We must seek to understand its reality 
and engage with it on that basis. We must seek to be like the 
Commander of the Faithful (a), who knew the reality of this 
world and acted accordingly. Imam AJi (a) was not an indi¬ 
vidual who did not understand the pleasures of this world. 
He was a living human being, experiencing the pains and 
pleasures that we all experience. Yet he did not approach 
things in the way that we do. He understood the deepest as¬ 
pects of reality and acted in accordance to the truth that he 
saw. That is why he saw die things that others fought over to 
be vile and disgusting. He once spoke of the world and said. 


if (j a3jj ja jiLul 




This transient world of joins is less valuable to me than a 
mouthful oj leaves in the mouth of a locust, and more repug¬ 
nant to me than a meatless pig bone .. .. /7 

For us to rid ourselves of attachment to this world, we need 
to tread carefully on it and not let our desires shackle us. We 
must have the foresight to see the reality of tilings and their 

true outcomes, just like our immaculate role model Imam Ali 
(a). 


17 Al-Majlisi, Bifkir al-Atitvnr, 40:348. 
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In the Name of Cod\ the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 

gp V3 JpJlj j Alii- iJbiii- El k 

$ Jcp cf bf?- ,>J' 5i 





r* 


l_ij li) jujii ili'it 

V • •* ^ . 


0 David! Indeed\ We have wade you a vicegennt on the 
earth So judge between people with justice, and do not follow 
your desires, or they will lead you astrayfrom the way of God\ 
Indeed there is a severe punishment for those who stray from 
the way of God\ because of their forgetting the Day of Reck¬ 
oning. 1 


What is Wi-iim? 

We have been speaking of whim and desires and how an in¬ 
dividual should deal with diem. But what exacdy do we mean 
by these terms? What are the desires that need to be put in 
check? What is the whim and how can we control it? 


1 'the Holy Quran, 38:26. 
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On our constant journey toward God, we find that some of 
us do not completely utilize all die faculties diat God has 
granted us. Instead, we may misdirect these energies toward 
tilings outside of what God has prescribed for us. 

Mankind is the greatest of God’s creations and is endowed 
with faculties beyond anything granted to any other creature. 
An individual may also rise in rank above the angels if he 
properly utilizes the abilities that he was given. Chief amongst 
these talents is die faculty of the intellect which plays a key 
role in our journey. 

When someone u tiliz es these faculties in ways other than 
diose prescribed by God we say that he is simply following 
his whims. In other words, to follow the whim is to seek the 
fulfillment of any desire without regard to the boundaries set 
by God Almighty. Following the whim is one of the tilings 
that make an individual lose control over himself and his fac¬ 
ulties. 

But is everything that we desire a vice? Is everything that we 
do not desire a virtue? 

There are those who believe that virtue lies in going against 
the self in everything that it desires, and that true happiness 
does not come except through complete rejection of worldly 
pleasures. Others believe that the intellect with which we 
were endowed condones the desires that are innate to our 
nature, and that we should do everything in our ability to sat¬ 
isfy these desires. 

We cannot consider everything that we desire to be a vice and 
that virtue lies in complete rejection of all desires. Neither can 
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we take the second approach and consider fulfillment of all 
desires to be the rational course. 

The true standard in this regard lies in acting in accordance 
to what pleases God Almighty. Take for example food and 
drink. If an individual gluttonously devours everything in 
reach, he cannot be said to be acting rationally. Neither 
should an individual refrain from all food and drink simply 
because he desires it. 

The correct course lies in approaching our desires with God 
as the focus of our intention. We should engage our desire 
for food and drink only in so much as that it satisfies our 
desire within God's prescribed rules and that it gives us the 
energy to continue our journey toward God. Thus, engaging 
our desire for food and drink becomes a method by which 
we seek closeness to God. 

The same analysis holds true when we refrain from indulging 
in our desires. Take again die example of food and drink. 
Simply not indulging in the pleasures of a good meal does not 
equate to being a virtuous individual. In fact, if an individual 
is doing so simply to be recognized as a religious and austere 
individual, he is pracdcing duplicity and engaging in vice. But 
if an individual limits his indulgence out of a desire for God's 
pleasure, then his intention dictate the admirable nature of 
his actions. 

Therefore, the true standard by which we judge whether in¬ 
dulging in a desire is sinful or not, is the intention behind our 
actions and behaviors. 
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Types of Whim 


Of course, whim is not limited to the sinful fulfillment of our 
base desires. In fact, we can categorize whim into die follow¬ 
ing types. 


Behavioral Whim. When an individual seeks to fulfill his 
base desires without regard to God's commands, he is fol¬ 
lowing his whim. This type of whim can be clearly seen in the 
sins of greed, gluttony, and die like. God describes diis in the 
Holy Quran when He says, 



dllb *4^3 ^3 J^J\3 3 U»j\\ 



* oJUP 



The love oj [worldly] a!hues, including women and chi/dnn , 
accumulated piles of gold and silver ; horses ofmark , livestock, 
and fawjs has been made to seem decomts to mankind. 

Those an the wares of the life of this world\ but the goodness 
of one's ultimate destination lies near God. 2 

Social Whim. Another type of whim is apparent in people’s 
interactions with one another. The most evident examples of 
this can be seen when we judge one another without any 
proof or evidence. How often do we judge people, for good 
or bad, without cate or regard for proof? In those circum¬ 
stances, our passions gain control of our intellect and we start 
to make decisions based on impressions and emotions. 


2 The Holy Quran, 3:14. 
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When it comes to someone we dislike, we quickly judge him 
as the worst of people without giving him any excuse or jus¬ 
tification. On the other hand, a person who we love and care 
for, we turn a blind eye to their shortcomings and try to find 
any justification for their actions. This subjugation of reason 
to emotion is a vice that God forbade us from. God says in 
die Holy Quran, 


fill jjl oi C ^' 0* 


0 David! Indeed, We have made you a vicegerent on the 
eatlh. So judge between people withjustice , and do notfollow 
your desires, or they will lead you astrayfwm the way of God. 
Indeed there is a severe punishment for those who stray from 
the way of God., j 


Doctrinal Whim. People may also follow their whims when 
it comes to their beliefs and worldview. A person may blindly 
follow die beliefs of his family without proof. Others may 
adopt a different doctrine simply to be rebellious and also 
without proof. Others still follow theix whim in choosing 
dieir worldview because they find die truth to be inconven¬ 
ient or even damaging to them. God addressed diis kind of 
whim in the Holy Quran and said, 



3 The Holy Quran, 38:26. 
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When they are told\ ‘Follow what God has sent down, ’ they 
say, T 'Jo, we willfollow what we have found ourfathers fol¬ 
lowing. 1 What , even if their fathers neither exercised their rea¬ 
son nor wen guided?! 1 


In another verse, the Holy Quran relays to us die words of 
the people of hellfire. 


BtV^3 tali U&i G\ 153 


TZtfy will say , X)nr Lord! We obeyed our leaders and elders , 
and they led us astray ftvm the way. * 

This is the most dangerous type of whim as it will clearly steer 
an individual away from the path of truth and make his life 
based entirely on desire. That is why we pray in the supplica¬ 
tion taught to us by Imam al-Sadiq (a), 

k* 3^ i3j' j 


O'God! Send peace and blessings upon Muhammad (s) and 
the Household oj Muhammad (a)! yind let me see the truth 
for what it is so that 1 may follow it! y\nd let me see falsity 
for what it is so that I may avoid it!y\nd do not make them 
seem similar to me so that I may follow my whim without any 
guidance from Yon! 


4 The Holy Quran, 2:170. 

5 The 1 loly Quran, 33:67. 
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(dL-A&J t dLt’lLj .iJLs^l Ijw 

p* 

L^l ^/° L^“^V“ tdirib ^j 4 4^5 li, ^.Xfclj 

=-~* 

Make my whim fall in obedience to Yon! Take for Yourself 
from me whatever contents You! Guide me to what has been 
disputed of the truth by Your decree! Surely , You guide 
whomever You wish to a straight patbf' 

A person may become lost because of confusion between 
what is true and what is false. As a result, he may follow his 
whims in forming a worldview or adopting a doctrine, and 
will deviate from the path set for him by God. However, an 
individual must be steadfast in following God’s commands, 
as that is the true standard between virtue and vice. 

Why do People Follow Whim? 

The reasons for following whim differ across the multiple 
types discussed above. However, the following reasons can 
generally be the causes of following the whim. 

Social Factors. One of the important factors for why people 
may follow their whim without exercising their reason, is that 
they are influenced by their environments and communities. 
Some people may adopt a certain behavior, attitude, or 
worldview simply because it gives him a unique social con¬ 
nection or a higher social status. Some people are influenced 
by peers and friends to conform without rational justification 
but simply to ‘fit-in.’ This peer pressure does not stop at die 

6 Al-Majlisi, Bihar at-Anwar^ 83:120. 
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behavioral level, but can also rise to the level of changing a 
worldview. God says in the Holy Quran, 



God desires to turn toward yon clemently y but those who pur¬ 
sue their [base] appetites desire that you fall into gross way¬ 
wardness.' 


God also says. 


^3 ^3 Oj-V- l s?*^3 b&’k jJ>\ 3 

^ ^ steJt hj kj ^ ifi 

o^3 Jl 3* jf'3 


Content yourself with the company of those who supplicate 
their Lord morning and evening desiring His Face , and do 
not lose sight of them , desiring the glitter of the life of this 
world. And do not obey him whose heart We have made 
oblivions to Our remembrance , and who follows his own de¬ 
sires , and whose conduct is [mere] profligacy. 8 

God warns against following these deviants who wish to mis¬ 
guide others. God warns against following anyone without 
exercising our reason and thinking through our actions. 

We should also realize that it is not an excuse for a follower 
that they were misguided by someone else. The Holy Quran 
gives us many parables about individuals and societies that 
went astray because they followed a misguided leader. Yet 


7 The Holy Quran, 4:27. 
ft The 1 loly Quran, 18:28. 
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tliis does not excuse these followers of fault — they are still 
blameworthy for following a misguided leader into deviance. 


In fact, such blind following is an affront to faith and reason. 
In our worldly lives, wc look at all alternatives and spend time 
and effort on finding the best of them. How can we — when 
something is related to our hereafter - follow blindly without 
exercising an ounce of reason? God Almighty describes the 
wretched outcome for both die leaders and followers in such 
a situation. He says in die blessed verse, 


\$\ jj \yC3\ Ja \yj\ \j3 31 

fa sftt $ jS \j4\ 3^3 {> 

4 ' ^Bll ^ ^ U 3 ^ ill! 


who were fol/oived will disown the followers, and 
they will sight the punishment while all their means of recourse 
will be cut off, and when the followers will say, Triad there 
been another turn for ns, we would disown them as they dis¬ 
own us [now]! 9 Thus shall God show them their deeds as 
regrets>for themselves, and they shall not leave the Fire] 


Moreover, we see those followers asking God to multiply the 
punishment of those who were the cause of their misguid¬ 
ance. The Holy Quran describes diis scene, 


ph f \kJr bj yp 6J p r-jS td'd 
v J 2 , Jl? 3 & 313 *p\ # \j^ fete li \p,\ rp> isj 


9 The Holy Quran, 2:166-67. 
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He will say, Tinier the Fire, along with the nations of jinn 
and humans who passed before you! 9 Every time that a nation 
enters [heIf it will curse its sister [nation]. When they all 
rejoin in it, the last of them will say about the first of them, 
'Our hard, it was they who led ns astray; so give them a 
double punishment of the Fire. 9 He will say, 7/ is double for 
each [ofyon], but you do not know. 9,0 


Internal Factors. Another reason why many individuals fol¬ 
low their whim is because they are not able to resist their 
temptations and persevere against their base desires. So, de¬ 
spite knowing the negative effects of the sin and how it could 
lead to terrible consequences in this world and next, he pro¬ 
ceeds to commit it because of his weakness and intemper¬ 
ance. The Holy Quran speaks to us regarding such individuals 
and the consequences that they will face. At the same time, it 
tells us of the great rewards that one can expect once diey 
pass the trial of their temptations. The Holy Quran says, 


(£ -p>A\ liln &sii fv } \& 

^ ^ ‘ ^ O* - If ^'3 ^ 


As for him who has been rebellious and preferred the life of 
this world, his refuge will indeed be hell But as for him who 
is awed to stand before his Lord and restrains his soul from 
[following] desires, his refuge will indeed be paradise, n 


The 1 Ioly Quran, 7:38. 
ii The Holy Quran, 79:37-41. 
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The Holy Prophet (s) and his Household (a) also reiterated 
this in many of their narrations. The Commander of the 
Faithful (a) said, 


^ U lyklj .cA^iSl c-ii jl!l\ 
s 3^ 3 (3^ M l/t ^3 <3 


T/tf Messenger of God (s) used to say, ‘[.The path to] Para¬ 
dise is filled with troubles and [the path to] he I If ire is filled 
with [satisfaction of desites. 1 You should know that every 
obedience to God is unpleasant in appearance while every dis¬ 
obedience to God has the appearance of satisfaction. 

^33 [fy SU-j ^ ^>-'f 

C$3* c| <31 31/ ^ *1$* 


May God have mery on the person who avoided his whims 
and uprooted the appetite of his heart. Surely, the heart is 
difficult to safeguard as it continuously pursues disobedience 
through whim. 12 

An individual who can succeed in his struggle against his 
whim and desires is surely successful. Indeed, the Com¬ 
mander of the Faithful (a) said, 

The bravest of people is the one who conquers his whims. 0 


,2 AJ-Radi, Nahjal-Bafagba y 2:90, Sermon 176. 
13 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 67:76. 
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As for the individual who is not able to be patient and perse¬ 
vere against his base desires, his whim will surely overpower 
him and draw him into the deviance and despair. 

Combatting VVj-iim 

After discussing the whim, its different types, and its causes, 
we must now turn to the practical means by which we can 
restrain it. This is where many people think to themselves 
that they are fighting a losing batde. Many think it is too hard 
of an endeavor to combat and restrain die desires that are 
innate to our creation. They are right in some respect, as this 
struggle is truly a difficult one and should not be taken lightly. 
The Holy Prophet (s) would constantly refer to this batde 
against the whim as ‘die Great Struggle/ Therefore, we must 
seek the practical means by which we can ensure our success 
in diis challenge. 

The following is a brief discussion of four practical mecha¬ 
nisms we have at our disposal. 

Realizing the Consequences. Many think that people who 
have embraced their desires and willfully direw off the 
‘shackles’ of religion are living happy and successful lives. 
They are satisfying their every desire and indulging in every 
pleasure. So, at first glance, it might seem that they are leading 
happy and luxurious lives. 

However, we cannot content ourselves to this shallow ap¬ 
proach. We must turn to our reason and look carefully at our 
own lives and the lives of those who have chosen deviance. 
Only then can we see the reality of this deceptive world. 
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We will not delve here into a discussion of the reality of de¬ 
viants’ lives — whether they are truly happy or not. Instead, 
we will simply relay a narration from Imam al-Baqir (a) in this 
regard. He narrates that the Holy Prophet (s) once told his 
companions that God Almighty said, 


'Jjyj dkjfs ^ Jyi 

aJc* s_ - - c &ja\ s - i—^ 


By My might , majesty, grandeur , gloty, ZrgA/, highness , 
elevated position! No servant shall favor his whim over My 
willy except that I shall scatter his efforts and disguise the 
world against him! I shall make his heart preoccupied with 
this world and not give him of it except what I have previously 
ordained for him! 

y <5jy$ 

jX^ s — 1 


By Afy /wgM majestyy grandeur, g/oty, light, highness, and 
elevated position! No sen)ant shall favor My will over his 
whim except that I shall safeguard him with my angels and 
grant the heavens and the earth the blessings to confer upon 
him . 7 shall be behind his trade with any merchant [support¬ 
ing him], and the world shall come to him whether it likes it 
or not! 14 


14 Al-Majlisi, Bihar at-Anwar, 67:78. 
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The reader should not take lightly the unique oath and asser¬ 
tion that God is making here. God could have simply sworn 
by His name. But instead, he listed seven of His glorified at¬ 
tributes. Aside from the meaning of each, this is a clear indi¬ 
cation of the importance of the statement being made. 

God swears by His glorified names that anyone who follows 
his whims will be blinded so that he doesn’t know what is 
good for him and what is bad. Such an individual will live in 
constant confusion and deviance, attaining nothing more 
than what God in His grace decides to endow him with. 

So, in order for us to practically combat our whim, we must 
realize the futile end diat they will lead us to. Instead, we must 
realize the great promise that God makes to those who are 
able to endure this challenge and keep their base desires in 
check. 

Remembering Death. The discussion of remembering 
death and the positive effects it can have is a broad and 
lengthy one. In general, we must remember death and con¬ 
template on the temporary nature of this world, while at the 
same time remembering those who have passed away. This 
has a great impact on the individual, strengthening his will to 
combat his desires and conquer his whim. The Commander 
of the Faithful (a) says, 

asU ja fLjb\ aJI -jcs Uxp OjU 

/i \ 3 ji\ 

Remember death whenever you are titled by your hearts to¬ 
wards satisfaction oj your desites [thivngh impermissible 
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weans]. Surely, death is the best instructor : The Messenger 
of God (s) used to advise his companions to remember death. 

He used to say, 'Kernember death, for it is the destroyer of 
desires. ../ 5 

Choosing Friends. The most influential relationship in any 
individual's life is his friends. A great individual may mix with 
the wrong crowd and begin to deviate towards his whim. On 
die other hand, an individual can benefit greatly from keeping 
good company. Accordingly, we must be thoughtful in 
choosing who we spend our time with, as they can be either 
a gateway to deviance or a supporter in rectitude. 

The Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 


The best of your brothers is the one who chastises you towards 
the obedience of God Almighty] 6 


He also said, 


3 3 3 If* J?* 


The best of your brothers is the one who rushes toward good 
works and draws you toward it, and advises you to do good 
and supports you in that regard. 17 

In another narration he said, 


- 


,s Al-‘Amili, Wasn't/al-Shia, 2:65. 

16 Al-Wasiri, t Oyoun al-Hikam, 238. 

17 Ibid, 239. 
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31 3 aSIi^ | Jtil' j-W <J! 

#* ^ jtffc 


Tfo best of jour brothers is the one who calls you to truthful¬ 
ness in jour words by the truthfulness in his words , and en¬ 
courages yon to the best of deeds bj the goodness of his deeds. 18 

It is also relayed that the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

hjDj, 2 ^ja\j ^jA Jf- 


The best of jour brothers is the one who supports you in obe¬ 
dience to God, deters you from disobeying Him, and advises 
yon to [seek] His contentment!° 


Creating the Right Environment Just as an individual is 
influenced by his friends and company, the environment 
around him can also have a great influence on him. That is 
why we find religious admonishments against moving to a 
community where religion does not have a strong presence. 
In the formadve years of Islam, that normally meant a return 
to nomadism as opposed to remaining in the city where a so¬ 
ciety and support system exist. Thus we see diat Imam al- 
Rida (a) once wrote to one of his companions, 


*^ 3 } if (j*~3 

ji‘ j.> •} a^ 

e W'i p % & g. & y ® g.3^'3 

j J*' 


,{J Ibid. 

10 Al-Rnyshahri, Mi^an al-Hiknta y 1:46. 


82 



Wll I M 


Godforbade [the return to nomadism] after migration, as it 
would mean abandoning the faith and neglecting to support 
the prophets and [viceroys of God]... That is why a man 
who may have a comprehensive understanding of the religion 
is not permitted to associate with the people of ignorance. One 
should be uncertain of his matter ; as he is not safe from the 
possibility of leaving the people of knowledge and [fully as¬ 
similating] with the people of ignorance?' 

The Imam gave a practical historical example for this con¬ 
cept. He said that a learned individual should not go out and 
live alongside the nomads, who were largely illiterate and un¬ 
educated. A person who does so will incrementally begin to 
forget his knowledge. He will become like those around him, 
who have litde knowledge of the faith. Soon, he will begin to 
forget about his creed and begin to indulge his whim. 

A person who wishes to succeed in his struggle against his 
base desires needs to make sure he lives in an environment 
of faith and spiritual uplifting. He should stay away from en¬ 
vironments of materialism and deviance. He should make it 
a habit to go to the mosque and religious centers, where God, 
His prophets, and His chosen servants are constandy remem¬ 
bered. This remembrance will serve as a safeguard and sup¬ 
port for him in this great struggle. 


20 AI-'Amili, Wasa'et nt-Shh y 11:75-76. 
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In the Name of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 

* Uiii u 'jj 

CA'3 JT Jjj) *£ 


Do not extend your glance toward what We have provided 
certain groups of them as a glitter of the life of this world, so 
that We may test them thereby. The provision of your Lord 
is better and more lasting! 

Austerity is one of the key concepts that Islam focuses on. 
Austerity is the best method to train oneself and achieve the 
greatest virtue. This makes it a central theme in the religion; 
after al], virtue is a major purpose for which God sent us 
prophets and messengers. The Holy Prophet (s) famously 
said, 

pKo jjft £** Id 

Indeed, I have been sent 1° co?/ *plete the best of morals. 1 2 



1 The Holy Quran, 20:131. 

2 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 16:21 ^ 
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Perhaps many people willfully neglect this issue because they 
perceive it to be a gateway to poverty, neediness, and destitu¬ 
tion. There are also many people who recognize the value of 
austerity but do not seek it because they are not obliged to do 
so and they do not think diat they can achieve it. While it is 
true that God did not oblige us to be austere, this does not 
mean that austerity is not a priority and of high value within 
the religion of Islam. 

In fact, we can see the priority given to this concept in the 
words of our Holy Prophet (s). He said, 

Ljfll 

They [ie. Mankind] did not worship God with anything com¬ 
parable to austerity in this world? 

In another narration he said, 

L)jJ\ y ^ ^ 

God was neiter worshiped with anything better than austerity 
in this world? 

Indeed, austerity is not of any less importance than the other 
worships prescribed by God. In fact, it is one of the best 
forms of worship. 

We talk about austerity due to its importance; it is a mysteri¬ 
ous and often misunderstood topic. It is also important to 
discuss austerity because of the growing strength of material¬ 
ism and its control over many aspects of our lives. That is 


* Al-Nlajlisi, BiharalAnn-ar, 67:322. 

* Al-Nuri, Mustadrak al-Wasael^ 12:50. 
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why we must discuss the spiritual topics that can have a prac¬ 
tical effect on our lives. 


Materialism has become an overwhelming trend and that has 
left a great gap in society’s spiritual attainment. This has been 
a cause for great confusion and anxiety, as individuals are not 
able to find tranquility within themselves. In turn, this has 
caused a great deal of deviant movements to emerge. Each of 
these movements presents itself as if it has the solution to all 
of humanity’s problems. However, they are all mirages that 
cannot satisfy mankind’s needs. 


God Almighty says, 


jd kU- \l\ j*. iU juM \jjiT 

^ VA ^ oJJS' 4jii\ bxi o 

1jI> SLiJu f S, vUlaT ji 

^ ^3 jd J 3 * W****. 

{t'} 


t <j 


Asfor thefaithless, their works are like a mirage in a plain, 
which the thirsty man supposes to be water When he comes 
to it, he finds it to be nothing; but then he finds God, who 
will pay him his full account, and God is swift at reckoning. 
Or like the manifold darkness in a deep sea, covend by billow 
upon billow, overcast by clouds; manifold [layers of] darkness, 
one on top of another: when he brings out his hand, he can 
hardly see it. One whom God has not granted any light has 
no light. s 


s The Holy Quran, 24:39-40. 
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How Important is this World? 

Austerity should not be understood as a call to leave all means 
of comfort or neglect our future in this world. Austerity does 
not mean that we should work for the hereafter by neglecting 
ourselves and our families in this world. This is a common 
misunderstanding of austerity that has led many to neglect 
this important topic. 

Austerity in the Islamic worldview does not mean neglecting 
our lives in this world. Rather, it means that we should un¬ 
derstand the true value of this world, and the purpose for 
which it was created. It means that we should seek to under¬ 
stand our purpose in this world. Through careful reading of 
the Holy Quran and the noble traditions, we can identify sev¬ 
eral important aspects of austerity which Islam calls for. 

One of the important aspects of austerity is not being unduly 
attentive and concerned with this world. However, this inat- 
tentiveness must be built on a true understanding of reality. 
It must be built on a true measure of the value of diis world 
and its purpose — and not based on mere laziness or irrespon¬ 
sibility. That would be in complete contradiction to what 
God Almighty wants of us. 

The austere individual must always be fully aware of his re¬ 
sponsibilities and must strive to meet them. After all, each 
individual is responsible for himself, his family, his kin, and 
his community. Everyone has a responsibility to contribute 
to the development of this world. These are all responsibili¬ 
ties that God placed on our shoulders. 

The indifference that God demands of us is rather based on 
understanding the reality and value of this world. It is based 
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on the realization that this life is short and transient — that it 
is only a prelude to an eternal life to come. God describes this 
in the Holy Quran and says, 


'$Lk i % *p\ U. V'j pH U J* \yh 



So, that yon may not grieve for what escapes you, nor boast 
for what comes your way , and God does not like any swag¬ 
gering braggarL 6 

Imam al-Sadiq (a) is reported to have explained this verse as 
follows, 

i jjb jl_5 


Austerity is encompassed in two words . [God says,] So that 
you may not grieve for what escapes you... 1 Whoever does not 
grieve for what is lost or boasts for what is to come is [tndy] 
a ns ten. 7 

The real drive behind austerity must be an understanding of 
this world and the individuars purpose in it. We should not 
grieve for what we miss in this world because we need to be 
fully aware drat diis is a fleeting world and that time will in¬ 
evitably create ups and downs for every individual. Neither 
should we boast about what we have been given in this world. 
We need to be fully aware that anything we gain is a trial with 
which God is testing us. 


6 The I loly Quran, 57:23. 

7 Al-Majlisi, Bibar at-Anwar, 75:70. 
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An austere individual must fully comprehend the transient 
nature of this world. He should know that he cannot hold on 
to any tiling forever — diat everything in this world is fleeting. 
Thus, the fleering pleasures of this world will not affect his 
movement towards the eternal life. 

An individual who does not deal with the world in this matter 
will find only difficulty and failure. He will not be able to ful¬ 
fill all his desires and ambitions. He was not created for this 
limited life, but for an infinite and eternal one. The world and 
all float’s in it cannot satisfy our ambitions. That is why even 
the richest of people still feel needy - this world cannot sat¬ 
isfy them. But they continue to spend all their energies on 
gathering more wealth out of their feeling of neediness. Little 
do they know that only the world of the hereafter will satisfy 
them. 

Yet austerity does not mean that we should live a poor and 
miserable life. It is only a lens through which we view the 
world. It means we should concern ourselves with the greater 
and eternal life, rather than this transient world. It means that 
a person should live contently, without feeling any need for 
amassing the wares and wealth of this world. 

A wealthy individual lives poor if he cannot find contented¬ 
ness in austerity. A poor individual lives content and happy if 
his austerity shows him that he does not need the excesses of 
this world. 

Wc should also point out that austerity has nothing to do with 
an individual seeking to build a career and earn a living. Aus¬ 
terity' and wealth can coexist in die same individual. Again, 
die issue is one of worldview - it is about how each individual 
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looks at this world and its value. As the Commander of the 
Faithful (a) said, 

jj>f\ \i\ < tad dlli Vl ^S 

Austerity is not that you do not own anything. It is that 
nothing owns you? 

Preparing for the Hereafter 

Austerity also means that the individual prepares for the here¬ 
after. The root of austerity is a rejection of this material world 
and an oudook to the infinite treasures of the hereafter. In 
this sense, die austere is always looking for the greatest re¬ 
ward and will go through any hardship to achieve this. 

The narrations of the Holy Flousehold (a) describe to us the 
characteristics of the austere. They tell us about how an aus¬ 
tere individual will tirelessly seek the greatest of eternal pleas¬ 
ures. They tel] us of their complete comfort in knowing that 
the rewards of the hereafter are eternal, and that they will live 
eternally in bliss if they are successful in reaching that goal. It 
is relayed that Imam al-Sadiq (a) once said, 

d^ JAi'j < tajl d^ jtas l 

Jjl'j 1 ^ d^ c ^ 

.3j (j 

The austere is the one who chooses the hereafter over the [tran- 
sitory] world, humility over honor, strife over leisure , hunger 


* 


Al-Ray 


.•shahri, Mi&" 4:2 "°' 
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over satisfaction, a delayed reward over immediate gratifica¬ 
tion and remembrance over beedlessness. He would be in this 
[transitory] world while his heart is in the hereafter \ 9 

The austere will endure humility, strife, and hunger so that he 
can achieve his ultimate goal. He knows drat anything that he 
may miss in this world, he will be more than adequately com¬ 
pensated for in the hereafter. He endures all diis in hopes of 
everlasting bliss and happiness. It is not because he does not 
value or seek honor, luxury, and satisfaction. He understands, 
values, and seeks all that. But his reason drives him to choose 
between the two — between this world and the hereafter. It 
leads him to choose God’s pleasure over his own pleasure 
and desire, as he seeks the rewards that God promised. That 
is why our Immaculate Imams (a) draw a link between aus¬ 
terity and reason. As Imam al-Kadhim (a) said, 

SJUa LijJ' j' <3 (3 

3^ ft < jj aJIAj 

OjJd AJUi ax-II? 3 y* - **^- 


The intellectuals an austere in this world and seek the hen- 
after They know that the world both seeks and is sought 
after, and that the hereafter both seeks and is sought after 
Whoever seeks the hen after, this world will seek him so that 
he will suffice himself of its bounties . Whoever seeks this 
world ’ the hereafter will seek him so that death will befall 
him and he will have lost both this world and the hen after. 10 


9 Al-Majlisi, Bihar at-Anwar, 67:315. 

10 Al-1 larrani, TuhaJal-'Oqool, 387. 
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Imam Ali (a) also said, 

The most disciplined amongst you is the most austere. 11 


Avoiding Distractions 


Throughout our lives, we face constant distractions that di¬ 
vert us away from remembering God Almighty. We are too 
busy indulging in this world and thinking about our present 
and future on this earth. Sometimes we forget about our¬ 
selves and our families when we get too preoccupied with 
worldly attainment. The irony is that the more engaged we 
become with this world, the more we feel an urge to continue 
to seek its treasures and luxuries. 


This is where the role of austerity comes in. It triggers our 
reason and allows us to properly assess our circumstances 
and prioritize amongst our options. A reasonable individual 
will thus keep God in mind, not allowing his present occupa¬ 
tions to prevent him from remembering the Almighty. A rea¬ 
sonable individual knows that if he forgets God, God will 
also forget him. God says, 




iJJU 


A 


They have forgotten God, so He hasforgotten them.’ 2 

Moreover, when an individual forgets God, God will allow 
them to proceed in their indulgences and forget themselves 
and their reality. God says in the Holy Quran, 


» Al-Wnsiti, af-Hikam. 113. 

,J The Holy Quran, 9:67. 
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jjL,Uj\ p> JkJjf c j£js\ aJJI 


Do not be tike those who forget God, so He wakes thew 
forget their own souls. 7/ is they who an the transgressors. n 

Austerity therefore lies in making God’s pleasure the top pri¬ 
ority in our lives. It means diat we should not allow anything 
to distract us from remembering Him. The Imams (a) have 
clearly explained this to us. As Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

Cr* ^ < jU\ pj* 4 5 j>- iwjIj ajo 

i (3 4 ft* < Alii pjp* 

kSJ Ji 4 

t L pap 


Austerity is the key to the hereafter and the gate of freedom 
from bellfire. It is to abstain from everything that distracts 
you from God, while not grieving over, being vain about, as¬ 
piring relief from, or seeking praise or rewardfor such absti¬ 
nence. Rather ; it is to take comfort in escaping these things 
and seeing them as a scourge. 14 

This noble tradition provides several very specific implica¬ 
tions of austerity. As discussed before, the true meaning of 
austerity comes in understanding die reality of this world and 
our purpose in it. That means that we should not grieve for 
any luxury that we miss in this world, nor be vain about any¬ 
thing that God blesses us with. A truly austere individual will 
not even expect a worldly reward for any of this. After all, 


|3 The Holy Quran, 59:19. 

14 j\ 1 -M a jlisi» Bilxir al-Anwar, 67: 315. 
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this world is transient and fleeting - it is only a test that pre¬ 
cedes the true and eternal life of the hereafter. 

True austerity lies in remembering God. If we seek to be aus¬ 
tere, we must consider anything that distracts us from re¬ 
membering God as a scourge in our lives. Again, we must 
emphasize that remembering God does not mean forgetting 
about our lives and families in this world. Instead, we should 
engage ourselves in this world because it is - as the noble 
traditions emphasize - the “farmland of the hereafter.” 15 So 
long as we approach our world as a means for attaining God’s 
pleasure, we will continue to be engaged in remembering 
God and practicing austerity in our lives. 

Trust in God 

There is an important distinction that must be made between 
practical faith and theoretical faith. We all believe in the im¬ 
portance of worship and charity, and that God Almighty will 
shower die charitable and the worshipper with His infinite 
blessings and mercy. We all know about die Holy Prophet (s) 
and his Household (a), and all their virtue. We all know, for 
example, about Imam Hassan (a) and how he split his wealth 
multiple times during his life, giving half of it or more for the 
sake of God. We have full faith that the Imam’s (a) actions 
were good, and that God will reward him generously. 

Yet how many of us can bring ourselves to act like the Imam 
(a)? We cannot because we have a fear of the future. We think 
to ourselves, ‘How can I continue to live my life and feed my 


is Ai-Ihsa’ci. Awah 1:267 ' 
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family if I do this?’ We grow attached to this world and give 
only within limited circumstances. 


All of diis is because we do not have practical faith and trust 
in God Almighty. This is the exact opposite of what we con¬ 
sider to be austerity in Islam. Again, austerity is not about 
forbidding ourselves the pleasures that God has permitted 
for us. God explicidy says, 



Say, Who has forbidden the adornment of God which He 
has brought forth for His servants, and the good things of 
[His] provision? 1 Say, These are for the faithful in the life of 
this world\ and exclusively for them on the Day of ’Resume- 
dorr 7 Thus do We elaborate the signs for a people who have 
knowledge. 16 


Austerity is not about forgoing luxury, wealth, and pleasure. 
Real austerity lies in what the Holy Prophet (s) described 
when he said, 


(j oA*f \ Jli\ f- Lull 

3 j jj 3 U jjSc ^ U-Jl 

di1 \f\ J Lpj 


Austerity in this world is not through forbidding what is per¬ 
missible or forsaking wealth. Rather, Austerity lies in not 
placing more trust in what is in your hand than the trust you 


]( > 'Hie Holy Quran, 7:32. 
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give to what is in (he hands of God . It is in being /none content 
with [God's] mvards for a loss that may strike you, than 
your contentment had [your wealth] been kept for you. 17 


17 A1-Hindi, at- ‘0/m/al> 3:181. 
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In the Name of God, the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 



0 yon who have faith! Be waty of God\ and let evety soul 
consider what it sends ahead for Tomorrow, and be waty of 
Godl God is indeed well aware of what you doJ 

Piety is a broad and multifaceted subject, and speaking of it 
can become lengthy and complex. We cannot address every 
aspect of the topic in this short book. We will dius keep the 
discussion brief and address the most important aspects. 

What is Piety? 

Piety is “the quality of being religious or reverent.” 1 2 Piety is 
thus a feeling of connection to God through deep respect for 
God, awe of His majesty, hope in His rewards, and weariness 
of His punishment In die context of this book, we use die 

1 The Holy Quran, 59:18. 

2 Oxford Dictionaries ; s.v. “Piety.” 
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word piety as a translation for the Arabic word Taqiva — the 
state of being conscious of God’s presence and wary of His 
judgment. 

Thus, our scholars say that piety lies in avoiding what God 
has forbidden and maintaining what He has obligated. Addi¬ 
tionally, a pious individual avoids actions that may not be for¬ 
bidden per se, but that may be problematic. Thus, piety 
comes with precaution in terms of obeying God’s com¬ 
mands. That is why it is narrated that 

V o' ‘ flAl? Oii 

What is pemrissible is clear and what is impennissible is 
clear Yet whoever treads at the edge will likely fall [info sin j. J 

We also find that our Immaculate Imams identified piety into 
categories as a means of illustrating this concept. As Imam 
al-Sadiq (a) said, 

J 4^ yJu ^ 

Ay 

<jyu Ay 

Piety is of three types . [The first is] fear of God for God's 
sake [by which the pious] refrain fivm what is permissible 
[but might detriment their faith]. That is the piety of the most 
select of the select, [The second is the simple] fear of God [by 
which the pious] refrain ftvm what is doubtful [in its permis¬ 
sibility] let alone what is impermissible . That is the piety of 


5 Al-Asfflhani, al-Mufrada /, 530. 
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the select. [The third is] a fear of hellfire and punishment [by 
which the pious] refrain frvm what is impermissible. That is 
the piety of the masses] 

Thus, we can see that piety is a broad concept with many as¬ 
pects and levels. The Imams outline three broad layers of pi¬ 
ety. The fust is seeking to avoid eternal punishment through 
applying the simplest outlines of the faith. The second lies in 
avoiding any sin, which is broader than simply fulfilling obli¬ 
gations and avoiding what is forbidden. The third is having 
the patience and fortitude to forsake anything that might dis¬ 
tract the individual from remembering God. This third level 
of piety “is the piety of the most select of the select.” 

The Importance of Piety 

We can see the importance of piety in a number of ways. 

First, we see that piety is constandy mendoned in die Holy 
Quran. Tens of verses command us to be pious and promise 
us God's grand rewards if we praedee piety. If piety was not 
this important, it would not be so constandy mentioned in 
God's words. Moreover, if we read these noble verses, we 
find that God Almighty attaches ultimate happiness and 
proximity to Him to piety and being weary and reverent of 
Him. 

Second, we find diat piety was the call of the messengers and 
prophets diat God sent to us. When we read the verses of die 
Holy Quran, we find in the narratives of all the prophets their 
first call was a call to piety. For example, when Moses was 


4 Al-Majlisi, Bihar a!-Anwar, 67:295. 
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sent to die people of Egypt, he was commanded to call them 
toward piety. We read in die noble verse, 


vi' j' C$& 


When jour loot'd called out to Moses: [saying,] ‘Go to those 
wrongdoing people, the people oj Pharaoh, Will they not be 
pious? 

The same issue was repeated with die people of Prophet 
Noah “when their brodier Noah said to diem, ‘Will you not 
be pious?’” It was again repeated with the people of ‘Ad 
“when their brodier Hud said to them, ‘Will you not be pi¬ 
ous?’” And again widi the people of Thamud “when their 
brodier Salih said to diem, Will you not be pious?’” And with 
die people of Sodom “when dieir brother Lot said to them, 
Will you not be pious?”’ And die people of Aykah “when 
Shu‘ayb said to them, Will you not be pious?’” 5 6 

Thus we see through the Holy Quran diat the call to piety 
was a priority amongst God’s messengers. 

In addition, we should also mention that these noble verses 
draw our attention to an important concept. Each of these 
prophets and messengers came at a different time in the his¬ 
tory of mankind. Each of their nations were being impious in 
a different way. Each of diem called to piety in a distinct 
realm of human behavior and interaction, and they all called 
for piety in all aspects of-their lives. 


5 The Holy Quran, 26:10-11. 

6 TTie Holy Quran, 26:106,124,142,161, and 177. 
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We see that Prophet Moses called his people to be pious 
when it came to government. Noah called his people to be 
pious and shed their arrogance in their worship. Salih called 
his people to be pious and not obey the deviants. Hud called 
his people to be pious in their pursuits of worldly wealth and 
pleasures. Shu’ayb called his people to be pious when it came 
to trade and earning a livelihood. 

Piety is a concept that should be present in all aspects of our 
lives. We cannot implement it in one facet of our dealings, 
but not apply it elsewhere. That would contradict the concept 
of piety, which applies to all our actions, behaviors, and hab¬ 
its. To be pious is to avoid falling into sin and disobedience 
of God, no matter where and what aspect of our lives is in¬ 
volved. 

Third, we must realize that piety is the true standard of com¬ 
parison between mankind. At times, we may compare our¬ 
selves to others and judge others based on some standards 
that we have in our minds. These standards may be valuable 
norms such as the different virtues, or they may be false 
standards which people have created amongst themselves. 

There are some people who set wealth, social status, or polit¬ 
ical influence as the standard by which they categorize peo¬ 
ple. Others may look at an individuars family, bloodline, and 
ethnicity. 

All these are false standards, as they are fleeting measures 
placed and valued by mankind. On the other hand, the Divine 
Legislator set a standard for us to live by. God says in the 
Holy Quran, 


103 



Spirituality 





O mankind! Indeed, We coated you from a ma/e and a fe¬ 
male, and made you nations and tribes that you may identify 
yourselves with one another. Indeed the noblest of you in the 
sight of God is the most pious amongyou. Indeed God is all- 
knowing, all-awate 

Piety is doubtlessly die only true standard to be sought. It is 
the only one set by God rather dian by His creatures. Even 
the virtues — like knowledge and humility — are false standards 
if diey are applied in anything but faithful devotion to God 
Almighty. Indeed, no virtue can deliver true happiness to an 
individual if it is not coupled with piety. 

Piety is die trait that we must hold dear to our hearts. We 
must understand that it is the true standard by which we are 
all judged. In piety lies true honor and wealth. As Imam al- 
iadiq (a) said, 

vlr° jp (J! jp ^ ^ 

m* 

c ya 1 Jp' 


God Almighty has never taken a servant out of the shame of 
sin and into the honor of piety except that He enriched him 
without needfor wealth, honored him without needfora tribe, 
and gave him comfotl without needfor mankind. 7 8 

We see that God rejected the idea that diere may be a multi- 
tude of standards by which we are judged when He placed 


7 The I Ioly Quran, 49:13. 

8 AI-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 67:282. 
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piety as the sole standard. In fact, if we look at all other pos¬ 
sible standards — bloodline, wealth, morals, knowledge — are 
all worldly standards that either end with the death of the in¬ 
dividual, or continue in this fleedng world shordy thereafter. 
Yet all these possible standards become eternal and everlast¬ 
ing if they are coupled with the true standard of piety in de¬ 
votion to God. 


How to Attain Piety 


Many of us find great difficulty in achieving piety through 
refraining from our natural instincts and desires. Indeed, this 
is by no means an easy task. However, God did not create 
any individual without endowing him with the ability and the 
means to obey His commands and attain His pleasure. 


U b&j tf'fcLy 'fyliS illl V 


God does not task any soul beyond its capacity . Whatever 
[good] it earns is to its own benefit, and whatever [evil] it 
incurs is to its own harm? 

Despite having the ability to attain piety and overcoming our 
desires, many still find it to be a difficult task. Why? Because 
many of us do not put the time and energy needed to find the 
means needed to attain it. God, in his boundless mercy, pro¬ 
vided us with everything we needed and guided us to it 
through His Holy Book and appointed Immaculate guides. 
Through looking at the verses of the Holy Quran and the 
noble traditions, we can list the following means to attain pi¬ 
ety: 


9 The Holy Quran, 2:286. 
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Knowledge and Understanding 


An individual must first seek to know God before he can at¬ 
tain piety. The more we know about God, the more we grow 
in awe of Him and fear of His punishment. This in turn leads 
us to piety in devoting ourselves to Him. That is why God 
says. 




Only those of God’s servants having knowledge fear Him. 10 

An individual should also know what pleases God and what 
doesn’t, and what He wants and abhors. That way, we can 
live in accordance to what He has commanded and refrain 
from what He forbade. Piety cannot be attained without 
knowledge. We must learn the rules that God has legislated 
to comply with His commands and devote ourselves in piety 
to Him. 


We must also realize that there is a relationship between 
knowledge and behavior just as there is a relationship be¬ 
tween knowledge and piety. The more knowledge a person 
gains, the more pious he will become. At the same time, the 
more pious an individual becomes, the more knowledge he 
will gain. God said, 


^3 ^ ^4*3 ^ V^3 


Be waty of God and God will leach you, and God has 
knowledge of all things /' 


10 The Holy Quran, 35:28. 

11 The Holy Quran, 2:282. 
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We see a similar relationship between knowledge and behav¬ 
ior. Our Holy Prophet (s) tells us that the more we act in 
obedience of God, the more He will increase us in 
knowledge. The Holy Prophet (s) said, 

fU { ^ ^ JA 

Whoever acts in accordance with what he knows , God will 
grant hint knowledge of what he does not know; 12 

From this, we can dearly see die relationship between piety 
and our behavior. It is those actions that are done piously that 
grant the actor greater knowledge. It is those actions that are 
done piously that are deemed worthy by God. That is why 
Imam Ali (a) would say, 

L JiL ^ V 

An act done in piety cannot be undervalued. How can one 
undervalue an act that is accepted [by God]? n 

Indeed, the Holy Prophet (s) described the relationship be¬ 
tween behavior, knowledge, and piety when he said, 

The pinnacle ofpiety is to learn what you do not know and 
to act by what you do know. 14 

Worship 

Worship plays a large role in our ability to attain piety. Rather, 
attaining piety is that ultimate goal of worship. An individual 


12 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Amvar^ 40:128. 

13 Al-Kulayni, a!-Kafi, 2:75. 

N Al-Rayshahri, Miqan al-Hikma, 4:3638. 
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cannot reach his goal of excellence except through piety. Pi¬ 
ety is readied only through worship and good deeds. The 
Holy Quran has many verses that address diis concept. For 
example, God says in one verse, 



ji o^S'3 pi 



0 man kind! Worship your Lord, who mated you and those 
who were before you, so that you way be pious! 5 


We were commanded to worship because that is the route 
towards a greater goal - the goal of attaining excellence 
dirough piety. Worship prepares us to reach that goal. Some 
verses even address specific acts of worship and how they 
help in building piety. God says in one verse, 




0 you who have faith! Prescribedfor you is fasting as it was 
prescribed for those who were before you, so that you ??7ay be 
pious! 0 


God also says, 
+ * ■ 


1 > 

If '-P u^3 vgLl'3 df- pyrj Py o' P 
y O'} jOJlj 

pi 03 6^3 6?'3 6iM'i cM 0> 

0 Oyrt V& & oA^'3 J'3 

o^' j> ^ * J }\ ,5*113 


,s The I loly Quran, 2:21. 
10 The Holy Quran, 2:183. 
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Piety is not to turn yourfaces to the east or the west; rather, 
piety is [personified by] those who have faith in God and the 
Last Day, the angels, (he Book, and the prophets, and who 
give their wealth, for the love of Him, to relatives, oiphans, 
the needy, the traveler and the beggar, and for [the freeing of] 
the slaves, and maintain the prayer and give the sgikat, and 
those who fulfill their covenants, when they pledge themselves, 
and those who are patient in stress and distress, and in the 
heal of battle. They ate the ones who are true [to their cove¬ 
nant], and it is they who ate the pious.' 7 


We see that the pious are foremost in undertaking these right¬ 
eous acts, while at the same time it is these acts that build 
piety for an individual. As we read in the Holy Quran, 


Recife what has been revealed to you of the Book, and main¬ 
tain the prayer Indeed the prayer restrains from indecent and 
wmugful conduct, and the remembrance of God is surely 
gnater. And God knows whatever [deeds]you doJ* 

A person who wishes to attain the central goal of worship — 
who wishes to attain piety — must dedicate his time and at¬ 
tention to worship. The more an individual engages in service 
to God, reflecting on his worships and maintaining their 
proper etiquettes, the closer he is to attaining piety. Piety will 
be his safeguard against all temptation and the key to his hap¬ 
piness in this world and the next. 


17 The I loly Quran, 2:177. 

18 'Hie Holy Quran, 29:45. 


109 



Spirituality 


Austerity 

This world and die next are like opposite directions. If one 
seeks one of the two, die odier will be doubdessly be ne¬ 
glected. Whoever seeks this world will fall short in preparing 
for die hereafter. Whoever seeks the afterlife will live an aus¬ 
tere life in this world and dedicate his efforts to the hereafter. 


When we look at the narrations of the Holy Household, we 
find tiiat they always emphasize diat whoever seeks this 
world will not share in die bounties of the hereafter. On the 
other hand, whoever seeks the hereafter will share in the best 
of die blessings of this world. The Commander of the Faith¬ 
ful (a) said, 


\J>pi .jjs-Sfi Ijili j*u, yii .iit yiiij 


Know, 0 * servants of God , that the God-fearing have shared 
the joys of this transient world as well as the next coming 
world, for they shared with the people of this world in their 
worldly matters while their people did not share with them in 
the matters of the next worldJ 9 

An individual that sees and seeks only the bounties of tiiis 
transient world will dedicate all his efforts and time to it. This 
is a state of mind that is irreconcilable to the state of piety 
that we are trying to achieve. Piety requires an individual to 
constandy be aware of God’s commands and seek as much 
of His pleasure as he can, while avoiding anything that would 
displease Him. The divergence between this and die state of 
mind of the worldly is quite clear. Moreover, the narrations 


19 Al-Radi, Nahj al-Bahigha, 3:27, Letter 21. 
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of our Immaculate Imams (a) emphasize for us that these two 
approaches are irreconcilable. Imam Ali (a) says, 

f\ UjJL Ay* lP (J* fl/” 


It has been forbidden for piety to reside in any heart which is 
infatuated with this transient world. 


Indeed, a pious individual lives austerely in his life and does 
not seek it as if it was his end goal. Imam Ali (a), in a famous 
sermon about the characteristics of the pious, mentioned tills 
trait. He said. 


I.* 9 U 

Sr * fa -*3 



The world aimed at them, but they did not aim at it. It cap- 

A 4 

fared them , bid they freed themselves from it by a ransom. 

The Holy Pivphet (s) as Role Model 

The best path to attaining piety comes through following the 
example of the Holy Prophet (s). This is because of two spe¬ 
cific traits granted to our beloved Prophet (s). 

First, our Holy Prophet Muhammad (s) is the only means to 
God. The religion which our beloved Prophet (s) delivered 
to us is the one that God made as a route to Him. Working 
in accordance to its teachings is the true path to God. The 
Holy Quran is clear in stating that the path to God is one, 
and that path is the straight path drawn by the Almighty Him¬ 
self. God says in the holy verse, 


20 Al-Wasiti, ‘Oyoun al-I likam, 233. 

21 AI-Radi, Nahj al-Ba/ogha^ 2:161, Sermon 193. 
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if j \j& 34-^' ^5 *Vt^ J?'>? '-^ o'i 


This indeed is my straight path , jo follow it , and do notfollow 

[ofhe?'] ways, for they will separate you fivm His way. This 

m 22 

is what He e?ijoins upon you so that you may be pious: 

Thus, the path to God is the one drawn for us by God, who 
sent us Prophet Muhammad (s) as a guide on that path. That 
path is a path of piety, as God says in die foregoing verse, 
“This indeed is my straight path, so follow it... so that you 
may be pious.” 

Second, following die Holy Prophet (s) as a role model is our 
prime means of manifesting our love for God. This is some- 
diing that our scholars have pointed out to us in their exegesis 
of the Holy Quran. To understand the point, we must first 
discuss a couple of premises. 

The best way to achieving piety is through loving God. When 
an individual worships God with true devotion and comes to 
know more and more of Him, this generates a true love for 
Him within die individual's heart. Indeed, our hearts are au¬ 
tomatically drawn to God — the source of all majesty and 
beauty. The more our knowledge of Him increases, the more 
we grow in love, until He becomes our one true love. When 
our heart melts completely in Him, we will see nothing in this 
world but Him, as ever)'thing is a sign to Him. 

However, all of diis is speaking of our love for God. But what 
about His love for us? There is no way to ascertain gaining 


22 The Holy Quran, 6:153. 
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more and more of His divine love than following the path of 
the Holy Prophet (s). God says in the Holy Book, 


% %£ jfi 




£ J 






Say [O’ Prophet Muhammad (s)], If you love God\ then 
follow me; God will love you andforgive you your sins , and 
God is all forgiving, all-merciful. £i 


The Holy Prophet (s) in turn showed us the path towards 
God Almighty — the path of true and devoted monotheistic 
belief. As we read in the Holy Quran, 

lit U 3 4dl\ 


Say, This is my way . I summon to God with insight — I and 
he who follows me. Immaculate is God\ and I am not one of 
the polytheists. * 4 

Of course, the only true representation of this path are the 
teachings of the Holy Prophet (s) - his sayings, morals, and 
conduct. Following the path of the Holy Prophet (s) necessi¬ 
tates that we follow his true successors who God chose for 
him — namely the Immaculate Imams from his Holy House¬ 
hold (a). 

Thus, God is telling us in these blessed verses that if you re¬ 
ally want to devote yourself to love for Him and service of 
Him, then follow this path that He has given you. Follow this 
religion of love that takes you through the straight path of 


23 The Holy Quran, 3:31. 

24 The Holy Quran, 12:108. 
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devotion and submission. Follow the Holy Prophet (s) who 
is die guide for us on our path towards the Almighty. If you 
do all this, dien you will prepare yourself to receive die great* 
est of gifts - die gift of divine love. 

Piety is ultimately our padi towards attaining that love. It 
clears the heart of anything but Him and draws us closer and 
closer towards following His padi and the path of His chosen 
servants. 


These are a few methods for attaining piety — a state that 
drives the individual towards excellence, perfection, and the 
pleasure of God Almighty. And as God promises us in the 
Holy Quran, 


kXaa ALU Up 


I- 1 - 

0 




Indeed the pious will be amid gardens and streams , in the 
abode of truthfulness with an omnipotent King. 2 ’ 


25 The Holy Quran, 54:54-55. 
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In the Name of God\ the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 



So be upright, just as you have been commanded — [you] and 
whoever has turned [to God] with you — and do not overstep 
the bounds . Indeed, He watches what you do . 1 

The above verse speaks of a very important issue when it 
comes to an individual's worship, as well as attaining piety 
and the advanced levels of belief and certainty. Ultimately, 
the verse addresses an issue at die heart of seeking the pleas¬ 
ure of God. 


At first glance, this short verse from Surat Hud might seem 
simple and straight-forward. However, we see the true signif¬ 
icance of the verse when we see how our Holy Prophet (s) 
reacted to its revelation. The narrations tell us of the deep 
personal reaction Prophet Muhammad (s) had to the verse 
when it was revealed and thereafter. In die books of exegesis, 
our scholars narrate that Ibn Abbas said, 


' M*hc Holy Quran, 11:112. 
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The tv was no verse nvea/ed to the Messenger of God that 
took a heavier toll on him than this one. That is why he said, 
when his companions commented that his hair turned g/vy too 
soon, 


Vve been turned gtvy by [the Quranic chapters ofj Hud and 
al-WaqVa. £ 


How can we explain this reaction to the verse from the great¬ 
est of God's creations? Our Holy Prophet (s), was not only 
Immaculate and free of any sin or defect, but was also reas¬ 
sured in die Holy Quran diat he was of a flawless nature. God 
told Prophet Muhammad (s), 


a t. 


>eUj iJUi ^ as\ a ulJ 


Indeed Wt? have inauguratedfor you a clear victoty, that God 
mayfotgiveyou what is past of your sin and what is to come, 
and that He may pet feet His blessing upon you and guide 
you on a straight path? 

Why would the Holy Prophet (s) have such a reacdon to a 
verse that commands us to be upright? So much so, that it is 
narrated that he was not seen laughing after the revelation of 
this verse. If diis is die state of the Holy Prophet (s), how 
should we be as his followers who hope to be among those 
mentioned in die verse. We should know diat the blessed 
verses do not only apply to those they speak direedy to, but 


2 ATTabrasi, A lajnia’ al-Bayan, 5:342. 

3 The I foly Quran, 48:1-2. 
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to anyone who receives the message across the span of time 
and geography. 

We must take a serious look at this divine command and at¬ 
tempt to understand and apply it. To better understand the 
blessed verse, we will discuss a number of issues. 

What is Rectitude? 

Having rectitude — or being upright - is “the quality or state 
of being straight .” 4 In the translation of the verse, it is used 
as a substitute for ishqcwia — a word of similar meaning. Lin¬ 
guistically speaking, an individual is upright or has rectitude 
if he is standing up straight, as opposed to sitting, sleeping, 
lounging, or any other physical state. It connotes being fully 
alert, ready, and able to maneuver the body. 

The quality of being upright means that the individual lives 
and acts in a way that is free from any vice or shortcoming. 
The Holy Prophet (s) and the believers are commanded to be 
steadfast in their religion and give it its due. It is a command 
to fulfill all obligations in the best way possible and avoid 
everything that God forbade. The command to be upright is 
a command to excel in following God’s commands. Indeed, 
this is an issue of great significance. 

Let us reflect on how naive we are when we think that we are 
‘religious’ individuals who have fulfilled the commands of 
God. Should we ponder, we will find that our shortcomings 
are countless. Our past is filled with faults and failures. If die 


4 Merriam- 1 Vebsfer, sak “Rectitude.” 
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Holy Prophet (s) was not seen laughing after he was com¬ 
manded to be upright, then the rest of us should not cease 
weeping for falling short of God’s command. We must real¬ 
ize diat everything God grants us is not due to us deserving 
any of it. It is only out of his boundless mercy and generosity 
that He continues to give and sustain. 

Achieving Rectitude 

Achieving this level of rectitude requires us to follow God 
Almighty’s prescriptions and commands so that we can reach 
die level of excellence that He wants of us. We can generally 
state five tools by which we can achieve diis state: 

Knowledge 

There is litde doubt that knowledge plays a large role in this 
process, especially when it comes to knowledge of God’s di¬ 
vine commands. But is knowledge limited to theoretical in¬ 
formation and frameworks, or is it something greater? 

The type of knowledge we seek in this regard is the type de¬ 
scribed in the narrations of our Imams (a) as 

A light planted by God in the heart of whomever He wishes / 

When we usually speak of knowledge, we are referring to the 
mental images that we gain from observation and study. But 
this alone does not allow us to achieve true knowledge and 
understanding. Radier, the type of knowledge that we must 
seek to attain rectitude is the knowledge which God blesses 


5 Al-‘Amili, Mirny at al-Muretd, 167. 
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his servants with because of their servitude to Him. The more 
devoted an individual is to the sendee and worship of God, 
the more God will bless him with knowledge and understand¬ 
ing. 


So the knowledge we seek comes as a result of worship and 
servitude. In turn, this knowledge is sought to achieve greater 
levels of servitude and devotion to God. This process is ex¬ 
plained by Imam al-Sadiq (a) in a long narration, part of 
which reads, 


ijjlu &\ a j jy 3* 

< Z^\ J sL&>\3 doj\ jli < j\ 


Knowledge does not come though excessive study. Rather ; // 

/j which shines into the heart of whomever God wishes 

to guide. If yon seek knowledge, thenfirst seek in yourselftrue 
semtude [of God]. Seek knowledge by using it [in the semce 
of God], disk God and He will grant you understanding . 6 

An individual whose knowledge does not give him foresight 
and an understanding of the world and the divine, does not 
have true knowledge no matter how much information he 
retains. True knowledge is that light which God implants in 
the heart of whomever He wishes. It is a lamp which lights 
for us the path of excellence, and is thus a means to attain 
rectitude. It is the light that opens the foresight and allows us 
to know what pleases and what displeases God. 


6 Al-'Amili, Munyat at-Muned, 149. 
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Patience 


Patience is another characteristic that is needed to attain rec¬ 
titude. After all, die padi to rectitude is not easy. God says in 
die Holy Quran, 



0you who have faith! Do not betray God and the Apostle, 
and do not betray your trusts knowingly . 7 


The Holy Prophet (s) is also narrated to have said, 





[The path to] Paradise is filled with troubles and [the path 
to] he lIf in is filled with [satisfaction of desites. 8 

The padi to God is filled with trials and tribulations that dis¬ 
tinguish the good from die bad and test the devotion of 
God’s believing servants. It is only with patience that an in¬ 
dividual can advance further and further on the road towards 
God’s pleasure. 

Some of us may think that it is enough to be patient in ful¬ 
filling some of God’s commands, such as having patience in 
prayer, fasting, and almsgiving. These actions might seem 
hard to some, but they are easy for others. Some of us have 
even established these actions as habits that we undertake 
without much thought to the time or effort that they require. 

While all diis is well and good, patience must encompass 
much more. There are many who may find patience in un¬ 
dertaking these worships but cannot find the patience in die 


7 The Holy Quran, 8:27. 

8 A)-Radi, at-Majorat at-Nabannj^yei^ 387. 
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face of social norms, thus falling into the same vices as those 
of peers and family. Others may not have the patience to con¬ 
nect with their kin or keep good relations widi dieir neigh¬ 
bors. 

We must look up to our Holy Prophet (s) and our Immacu¬ 
late Imams (a) and learn from them. We must look at Imam 
al-Sajjad (a), for example, and his patience in the aftermath of 
die tragedy of Karbala. It is narrated that during the uprising 
that took place in die city of Medina after the tragedy of Kar¬ 
bala, the Umayyads began to search for a safe refuge for their 
women so that no one would transgress against them. No 
one in the city accepted to take them accept for our Imam al- 
Sajjad (a). This is despite the fact that these were the very 
same people diat had massacred his father Imam Hussein (a), 
his family, and his companions. Still, Imam al-Sajjad (a) had 
die patience to take in die families of those who massacred 
his family so that he can showcase for us the true ideals of 
the message of Islam. In fact, the Imam would provide so 
much for his guests that one of the Umayyad women would 
say that she did not see the same respect and care in her own 
home. This is true patience that allows an individual to over¬ 
come any vendetta in order to apply the sublime ideals and 
teachings of our faith. 

Patience is a tool by which we can continue on the path to¬ 
wards God and attain greater levels of sendee and rectitude. 

Trust in God 

There are many hardships and difficulties we face in our lives 
diat may push us away from the path of rectitude. These 
hardships shake an individuars confidence in his ability to 
continue on this path. Therefore placing our trust in God is 
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important. We must always feel die presence of this force 
which continues to surround us and sustain us in our lives, 
and which supports us on our padi of righteousness and rec¬ 
titude. This is a promise made to us by God in the Holy 
Quran when He says, 



And whoever puts his trust in God, He will suffice him. 9 

God promises us diat He will suffice us if we rely on Him 
and put our trust in Him. We also see in the words of our 
Immaculate Imams (a) numerous warning about relying on 
ourselves and being heedless of die support God provides. 
We are taught to recite in some supplications, 

\jj\ yC ^ V’J 

. - 

My J-j)rd, do not ever leave me to [rely on] myself [alone] — 
not even for a twinkling of an eye. 10 

This is because an individual who relies solely and completely 
on his own abilities will surely veer astray from the path of 
guidance and rectitude. Indeed, rectitude cannot be attained 
widiout reliance on God, as He is the only force which can 
sustain and support an individual on this path. 

Austerity 

We spoke about austerity in some detail in a previous chapter. 
Here, we want to point out the important role it plays in help¬ 
ing an individual attain and maintain rectitude on the padi 


L 


9 The Holy Quran, 65:3. 

10 Al-Kulavni, al-Kafi , 2:581. 
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towards God. That is because the root cause of many peo¬ 
ple’s failures and shortcomings is an undue attachment to this 
world. As Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

jr 


Love of this world is at the helm of eveiy misdeed\ n 

An individual who grows too fond and attached to this world 
will not be able to continue the arduous path of spiritual ad¬ 
vancement. When we realize that this material world is tran¬ 
sient and fleeting, and that Iris true abode is in the eternal 
hereafter, will find it much easier to persevere on the path of 
rectitude. An austere individual who does not seek anything 
but God’s endless bounties and strives for nothing but God’s 
eternal pleasure will surely be able to achieve rectitude on his 
path towards the Almighty. 

Being Watchful 


Sometimes an individual may think that he is continuing on 
his path towards God, but is actually heedless of the fact that 
he has been veering astray and falling into greater failures and 
shortcomings. This can be the result of accumulated miscon¬ 
ceptions and misunderstandings in his mind, he may take 
many actions and stances thinking that they will bring him 
closer to God, but are in fact only distancing him furdier and 
further. Such an individual is an example of the blessed verse, 




11 Al-Sadoutj, al-KJmaly 25. 
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Those whose efforts me misguided in the life of the world ' 
while they suppose they me doing good. 12 

This is why we must always be watchful of ourselves and have 
a periodic, daily accounting with ourselves to make sure we 
are not misguiding ourselves so. An upright individual will 
always weigh his actions and judge himself — always putting 
himself in the position of the accused wrongdoer — to make 
sure that he has not veered astray. If we learn how to hold 
ourselves accountable and be watchful of our actions, habits, 
and behaviors, we will be much less susceptible to veering off 
the straight path. 


12 The Holy Quran, 18:104. 


124 


Perseverance in Self 

Struggle 


In the Name of God, the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 


Oyon who have faith! Be patient , stand firm , and persevere, 
and be way of God so that yon may be felicitousJ 

The struggle between virtue and vice has been ongoing and 
will continue so long as humanity inhabits this earth. Grow¬ 
ing closer to God and garnering his pleasure does not come 
except through patience, sacrifice, and perseverance. At the 
outset of humanity’s existence, Satan refused to bow to 
Adam as he was commanded, then promised God that he will 
attempt to draw mankind towards deviance and corruption. 
This struggle continues despite the fact that God and Iris 
servants will inevitably be victorious. God says in the Holy 
Quran, 


1 The Holy Quran, 3:196-200. 
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-dl\ ^ ^ ^ cj viidy a!_^ jj oi 

^ Y ^ ^ j^p ^jj aJ 5\ 5i ^ 5^ 


I//deed those who oppose God and His Apostle — they will 
be among the most abased\ God has ordained: C I shall surely 
prevail I and My apostles.' Indeed God is all-strong all- 
mighty. 2 

God willed diat every thing flow through the course and sys¬ 
tem of cause and effect. He willed that there be a divine test 
in which His servants are subjected to trials and tribulations 
which they must overcome to garner His pleasure. Within 
this system, vice might overcome and come to reign, albeit 
for a limited time in the grand scheme of tilings. The reason 
for vice’s victory stems from human choices, who were cre¬ 
ated with moral agency and given a choice between virtue and 
vice. 


If we study this divine equation, we see that just as vice might 
overcome due to humanity’s wrong choices, so will virtue 
overcome when humanity makes the right choices. A victory 
for virtue comes when the believers of God devote them¬ 
selves to Him and obey His commands, seeking His pleasure 
in all things. It is our sincerity in God’s sendee and devotion 
to seeking his pleasure that will allow virtue to reign in our¬ 
selves, our homes, and our communities. 

This is why self-struggle is given such great importance in Is¬ 
lamic discourse - so much so that the Holy Prophet (s) would 
call it the “greater struggle.” So long as vice continues to exist 


2 'I*he Holy Quran, 58:20-21. 
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within us and our communities, we must continue to perse¬ 
vere in this struggle and attempt to overcome vice in all of its 
forms. 

What is Perseverance? 

Perseverance is a word often used in Islamic discourse, in¬ 
cluding in the Holy Quran and the noble traditions. It refers 
to the need for believers to be always ready for the continu¬ 
ous face-off with the Satan and the forces of vice. We see this 
meaning in many of the traditions. For example, the Holy 
Prophet (s) referred to this idea in Iris last advice to Iris com¬ 
panion Abu Thar. The Holy Prophet (s) said, 

0^0 U _ itl.Vatj ^ l \)\ \j 

dAl ajlA-a (3 c—^ 

O’ Abu Thar! God will give you as long as yon sit in the 
mosque for evety breath that you take a level in Paradise , 
along with praise from the angels. He will write for you for 
each breath you take ten good deeds and erase ten misdeeds: 

jllail (asj-L«1\ ^\ oj^... y 5 

m \a \>^Jjj < o*^Lal\ Juu S^UaM 

0 9 Abu Thar ; do yon know why this verse was tevealed — 

Tie patient y stand firm , and per seven, and be wa/y oj God 
so that yon may be felicitous ? ft was nvealed in regards to] 
continuous attendance in the mosques and waiting for prayer 
after completing an earlier one. That is perseverance. 
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f i 0*\j3 c 4 j^Ij V\ jiS j 3 lit b 

. ^Jlc- JjLa. < 41^ 


O’ Abu Than staying in a mosque isfrivolous if it is not in 
one of thefollowing three: the reading ofprayers, remembrance 
of God, and seeking knowledge/ 

This is a description of perseverance as a state of readiness in 
the face of the greater struggle against humanity's two great 
enemies — Satan and our base desires. We also see that some 
noble traditions describe the scholars as perseverant because 
they are the ones who stand at die front lines of our struggle 
against Satan and against the forces of deviance and misguid¬ 
ance. The scholars’ duty requires them to stand against any 
idea which aims to spread deviance, misguidance, and disbe¬ 
lief in this world. It is narrated that Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 


(\oaJp ft* 

-XfcU Jja3\ JA dil-i! v ^aro' ji Vi . 

jlp\ ^V Oj * 

rr 1 ^ o* 


The scholars amongst our Shia are perseverant [at the battle- 
font with] Satan and his frits . They fend off their attacks 
against the weak amongst our Shia . They safeguard [the 
weak amongst our Shia] from being controlled by Satan, his 
followers, and the Nawasib / Surely, whoever of our Shia 


5 Al-‘Amili, Wasa >/ al-Sbia, 3 : 86 . 

4 Nasi hi — plural, Nawasib — is a term to refer to those who outwardly show hatred 
towards the I loly Prophet (s), his Holy Household (a), and their followers. 
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dedicates himself to this , he will be better [rewarded] than 
those who fight against the Romans t Turks, and the KJja^cirs 
a thousand ' thousand fold. That is because they defend the 
faith of our devotees , while the others defend their lives / 

The scholars are the guardians of die faith who were tasked 
with preserving its teachings against any misconceptions, fab¬ 
rications, and misguided ideas. This is a crucial role in our 
collective struggle on the path towards eternal happiness. 


Perseverance in ti-ie Great Struggle 


Our scholars have given perseverance great attention in their 
books of ethics. After all, perseverance in the great struggle 
against deviance is a crucial factor in our ability to garner 
God’s pleasure. The scholars of ethics have studied the sub¬ 
ject in detail and outlined its stages and levels, all of which we 
will address briefly in this chapter. 


Perseverance is no easy task and we must muster all our 
strength and gather all of our efforts to gain and maintain 
such a status. The Holy Quran emphasizes that before we 
persevere, we must “be patient and stand firm.” Patience 
plays a key role in our ability to gain eternal bliss and is an 
important aspect of faith. The Commander of the Faithful (a) 
said, 




jf? V jlij V 3 4x4 V 


5 Al-Tabrasi, al-lhtijaj\ 1:8. 
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Practice patience! Sine!)', patience is to belief as the head is to 
the body. Just as there is no good in a body without a head, 
there is no good in belief without patienceS 

We must also “stand firm” — practicing patience and rectitude 
in the face of this world's many trials. This struggle is contin¬ 
uous and ongoing; there is no time for rest and no end to the 
struggle. 

Successfully reaching die desired goal — the pleasure of God 
and eternal happiness — does not come except through per¬ 
severance, patience, and standing firm in the great struggle 
against temptation and desires. 

Stages of Perseverance 

The scholars of ethics divided perseverance in die great strug¬ 
gle into four stages. By implementing diese four stages, an 
individual can train himself to be perseverant and gain the 
highest levels of eternal happiness in the hereafter. The four 
stages are as follows: 

Self Stipulation 

The first stage comes with making the decision and stipulat¬ 
ing to ourselves diat we will not engage in anything diat goes 
against God's commands. Now, because we are all at diver¬ 
gent levels of obedience and disobedience, individual stipula¬ 
tions will vary. A person who commits a particular sin needs 
to make die decision and commit to himself to not go back 
to this sin. A person who does not fulfill all of his obligations 


6 Al-Radi, Nahj at-Balagha, 4:18, Saying 82. 
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must stipulate to himself that he will start doing so. An indi¬ 
vidual who is able to reach the level where he does not engage 
in anything that is forbidden and does not forsake any of his 
obligations should go a step furdier. The stipuladon for him 
will be that he will engage in more recommended actions and 
refrain from more abhorred actions. Finally, anyone who is 
blessed to cross this stage should stipulate to himself that he 
will not engage in any action except if it draws him closer to 
God. So, as an individual transcends his servitude to God, 
the stipulation he will make to himself will be different than 
the stipulations of others. 

Now each one of us needs to look at himself and determine 

% 

where he is at in terms of servitude to God Almighty. Based 
on my level, I set a commitment to myself. When I’m suc¬ 
cessful in following through with it, 1 can set a higher com¬ 
mitment and continue on my path of self-advancement. 

An individual who has a problem with a certain sin should 
stipulate to himself that he will disengage from it for a day. 
Once he does that, his new stipulation will be to refrain from 
that sin for two days. Then a week. Then a month. A person 
should continue like this, improving his faults deliberately 
and gradually. This approach simplifies die process, especially 
with God’s promise to support us in diis path. God says, 



As for those who strive in Us, We shall surely guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous. 7 

God also says. 


7 The Holy Quran, 29:69. 
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o'J-ii 
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As for him who gives and is pious and confirms the best 
promise 9 We will surely ease him toward facility: s 

A person should realize that every moment of his life and 
ever) 7 breadi that he takes is an irreplaceable treasure that he 
can use to earn greater rewards and eternal happiness. An in¬ 
dividual that makes and acts upon diis realization has surely 
made a great stride on his path towards God. 


Time is our capital in diis world. We can either invest it to 
gain the pleasure of God, or squander it on the pleasures of 
this world. A person who makes the right investment will 
reap the returns of eternal bliss and happiness in die proxim¬ 
ity of God Almighty 7 . A person who makes die wrong invest¬ 
ment will find nothing but disappointment and regret. God 
says, 


UJU Jsd ^j\ Oj 36 %\k iSl 

dpi f* di \)'j. rc'Ji 0*3 V& p PP ^ te 



When death comes to one of them, he says, ‘My Lord! Take 
me back, that I may act righteously in what I have left be¬ 
hind. 9 Ty no means! These are men words that he says . ’ 
And before them is a barrier until the day they will be resur¬ 
rected. 9 


s The Holy Quran, 92:5-7. 

9 The Holy Quran, 23:99-100. 
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Se/f\V'atchfulness 

Each of us must realize that we have an uncooperative and 
combative partner within ourselves. Often times, it is not 
enough to make promises and stipulations despite the posi¬ 
tive effects these may have. We are often persuaded to act in 
accordance to our desires and temptadons despite what 
promises we might make. Therefore, we have to be watchful 
of ourselves to make sure that we comply with all of the stip¬ 
ulations we make to ourselves. 


We must live in a constant state of vigilance and awareness 
of how we comply with our own expectations and stipula¬ 
tions. Whenever we start to veer away from the path, we need 
to be cognizant of that so we can remind ourselves of our 
stipulations and attempt to bring ourselves back. 


We must also be cognizant that when we start on this path of 
self-struggle, Satan will always be ready to seek to influence 
us. He will make us forget and break our promises. We must 
always remember that although he can whisper and attempt 
to persuade, he has no further power over us. As we read in 
the Holy Quran, 


j* jUab. 0^ oM' '4 51 


Indeed the stratagems of Satan are always Jl/my... 10 Indeed 
he does not have any authority over those who have faith and 


J0 Thc Holy Quran, 4:76. 
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put their tnist in their Lord. ,. n [God says to Satan,] Sis 
for My se wants,yon shall have no authority over them. * Sind 
your Lord suffices as trustee. ' 


Moreover, Satan himself acknowledges that his power is lim¬ 
ited in tempting mankind. In one of the verses of the Holy 
Quran Satan is described as saying, 


^ jsCjJo j' JSsLL* jfi ^ 


I had no authority over you, except that I called you and you 
responded to me. So do not blame me, but blame yourselves. ° 

An individual may go against the commitments he set for 
himself, perhaps due to forgetfulness, weakness, or some 
odier reason. Each of us must be watchful of ourselves so we 
can remind ourselves that God is witness to our stipulations. 
We must remember our promises and remember the count¬ 
less blessings of God upon us. We must remember the many 
rights God holds over us and how we are unable to fulfill one 
of His rights, let alone all of them. We must remind ourselves 
that it is inappropriate to break our promises and stipulations 
when God is our witness. 

Some people might think that this is too arduous of a task, 
taking time away from an individual's obligations of study 
and work. But in fact these traits, and any virtue for that mat¬ 
ter, if exercised enough can be turned into a habit that is im- 


11 The Holy Quran, 16:99. 

12 ITie Holy Quran, 17:65. 

13 The Holy Quran, 14:22. 
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plemented by the individual widiout much need of his con¬ 
scious attention. There may be some difficulty at the begin¬ 
ning, but if we understand die importance of these issues and 
implement them continuously, diey will eventually become 
habits. The same goes for self-watchfulness — once it be¬ 
comes a habit, it can be applied continuously and with ease. 

Self-Assessment 


To reap the fruits of self-stipulation and self-watch fulness, a 
person needs to advance to the next stage of self-assessment. 
This is the stage of assessing how much of our stipulations 
are we truly applying and managing our progress in the 
sphere of self-advancement. 


In this great struggle, our enemies — ourselves — are deceptive 
and conniving. We must be constandy aware of our progress 
on this journey, and whether we are moving forward, remain¬ 
ing at a standstill, or moving back. This is the process of self- 
assessment, a process often mentioned in the narrations of 
the Holy Prophet (s) and his Holy Household (a). We will 
mention only a few of those many narrations here. The Holy 
Prophet (s) is narrated to have said, 


Ja- 4 — A. J) -uJa. 0 ‘‘^0’ 




1 JJi 


A person is not amongst the pious unless he holds himself 
accountable with a more stringent accounting than what one 
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partner way hold the other. He should know when he ac¬ 
quires his food\ dnnkj and clothing, and whether they an 
earned lawfully or not.' 4 

For a person to be pious — and to be perseverant and stead¬ 
fast in piety - he must continuously assess himself. This as¬ 
sessment allows us to avoid the traps laid for us by our own 
daemons and desires. Imam al-Kadliim (a) said, 

L— «» > • jL j jl yo U* 

4 JI 4^0 &\ hu* 

A person who does not hold himself accountable eveiy night 
is not of us. [He should look back at the actions of his days], 
so that if he did good he should ask Godfor wore, and if he 
did HI he should seek forgiveness from God and repent to 
Him.' 5 


The narrations are clear in pointing out that self-assessment 
is an important process which allows us to rectify our error 
as soon as possible. A person who falls into sin, but is con¬ 
stantly assessing his own actions and behaviors, can assess 
himself, realize his shortcomings, and rectify his behaviors 
before it is too late. An individual who does not practice self- 
assessment may slowly fall into corruption and deviance 
without realizing where he is heading. This is what die Holy 
Quran referred to the in this blessed verse, 


^. r), ^J.% > 31 


14 Al-Majlisi, BUxjr at-Anwar, 7-4:86, 
JS Al-Kulavni, al-Kafr , 2:453. 
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Say, \Shall we inform you who are the biggest losers in their 
works? Those whose efforts are misguided in the life of the 
world\ white they sirppose they are doing good. 

An individual who wants to attain eternal happiness must 
continuously assess himself, as that will allow him to discover 
and recognize his own failings and shortcomings. This allows 
for the person to rectify his behavior and repent, paving his 
path to eternal happiness. The Commander of the Faith fill 
(a) said, 


Whoever holds himself accountable is truly felicitous. 17 
He also said, 




: ill 111- .1 




Whoever holds himself accountable will see his flaws and re¬ 
alise his misdeeds. He will renounce his misdeeds and fix his 
flaws. 18 

T elf-Chastisement 

After the individual is done stipulating to himself, being 
watchful of himself, and thoroughly assessing himself, he will 
come to know full well his shortcomings in his relationship 
with his Lord. At this stage, the individual must deter himself 
from falling into the same shortcomings by sternly chastising 


16 The Holy Quran, 18:103-04. 

17 Al-Nouri, Mustadrak at-Wasaet 12:154. 

18 Ibid. 
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himself. Each of us must set for ourselves a progressive sys¬ 
tem of penalties if we fail to meet the standards that God set 
for us. 

At diis stage, we begin to discipline ourselves. Just as a parent 
disciplines his child through chastisement and punishment, 
each one of us must treat himself as a disobedient child. If 
there is no means of discipline, we will surely commit that 
same mistake again. Just as a modier may be harsh and stern 
with her child because she loves him and wants only the best 
for him, we must use diat same £ tough love’ with ourselves. 
We must keep our long-term best interest in mind and disci¬ 
pline ourselves so diat we become die best individuals we can 
be. 

One scholar of ediics mentions the deterrent that our schol¬ 
ars would set for themselves in this regards. He says, 

Some of our scholars would stipulate aud promise God that 
they would undertake a particular action or refrain from a 
particular action, and make an oath to fast two years — as 
an example — if they fail to fulfill theirpromised 9 

The weight of such a consequence deters the individual from 
breaking the promise. The important thing is that this deter¬ 
rent factor is not neglected. Neglecting to discipline the self 
will allow it to continue in its wayward behavior. Each indi¬ 
vidual should come up with a schedule of disciplinary actions 
that suit them and their needs. For example, a person who 
eats what is impermissible ( Haram ) should discipline himself 
by going hungry through fasting. 


19 AM I aydan, al-Tarbiya al-Koobiya, 246. 
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Of course, any disciplinary action should still fall within the 
realm of God’s commands. God does not allow us to inflict 
undue harm on ourselves or to completely prohibit ourselves 
from what He has allowed for us. The deterrents we choose 
for ourselves must themselves fall within what God wants of 
us. Otherwise, what good is a deterrent if it is itself a sin? 

Finally, we must realize that the process of perseverance will 
always be easier if it is approached earlier on in life. This is 
true for much of what we do in our lives; learning a skill or a 
habit earlier in life is always easier and longer lasting. The 
older an individual becomes, the more entrenched he be¬ 
comes in his ways, making change harder to achieve. The 
process may seem difficult, but it is achievable with enough 
padence and persistence. 
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In the Name of God y the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 




0 you who have faith! Prescribedfor you is fasting as it was 
prescribedfor those who wen beforeyou , so that you may be 
Godwaty. 1 

Mankind, having been granted the greatest of abilities and 
faculties, is the dearest creation to God. That is why God has 
blessed us more abundandy than any other creature. God 
continued to nurture and educate us dirough sending proph¬ 
ets and messengers who guided us to what is best for us. God 
has always held our hands in our path toward Him. 

On the other hand, we did not meet God’s great blessings 
with the proper thankfulness and appreciation. Instead, we 
disbelieve, oppress, and distance ourselves from Him. Surely, 


•The Holy Quran, 2:183. 
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jilTyJaS ^j\ 61 v Jw jij 


if you enumerate God's blessings,you will not be able to count 
them . Indeed man is most unfair and ungrateful f 


Many rimes, we are able to recognize our shortcomings in the 
face of God’s abundant blessings. However, we find our¬ 
selves unable to change ourselves as we simply continue to 
fall deeper and deeper into sin. We realize that we are growing 
farther and farther from God and His straight path, but we 
do nothing to stop it. As God says, 





Indeed, man is a witness to himself, though he should offer 
excuses [to\justify his failings]. 2 3 

An individual may realize diat he continues to sin in the face 
of God’s continued sustenance and blessings, yet he offers 
excuses for his actions. Yet such an in dividual’s soul is die 
greatest witness against him. We live a continued internal 
conflict between following the guidance of God which we 
know to be true, and following our whims and base desires. 

The result of this conflict is decided by an aspect of our selves 
which we call the will. We can define this faculty as the aspect 
of ourselves which seeks to balance our reason and our de¬ 
sire. This faculty is a divine blessing which we must 
strengthen and utilize so that it can support us on die straight 
padi. 


2 The i lolv Quran, 14:34. 

3 The I lolv Quran, 75:14-15. 
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The Reality of Blessing 


Throughout our lives, we are met with successes and failures, 
all of which we relate back to divine blessings. We see that 
whenever an individual fails in some way or commits a sin, 
he says that God did not bless him to do what is better. If a 
person succeeds, then God has blessed him so. 

But are blessings an unknowable metaphysical force? Or can 
they be traced back to our own actions and behaviors? 


In reality, blessings are not an unknowable force which de¬ 
cide the outcome of life events without relation to our ac¬ 
tions. God does not simply give some people more than oth¬ 
ers. We cannot say one person was blessed and another was 
not because God wanted to give one individual and not the 
other. Assuming as such would lead us to doubt God’s divine 
justice — surely, He is sublime above any form of oppression, 
injustice, and unfairness. God says in the Holy Quran, 



That is because of what your hands have sent ahead\ and 
because God is not tyrannical to His sewants. 4 


God also says. 


ju 4 L3 Jjsw J34U 


The word [of judgement] is unalterable with Me , and I am 
not tyrannical to My servants. 5 


4 The Holy Quran, 3:182. 

5 The Holy Quran, 50:29. 
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An individual’s blessings are ultimately in his own hands. 
Blessings are nothing but the natural outcome of an individ¬ 
ual’s actions and efforts towards certain ends. This is a reality 
we see around us every day. We can see that an individual 
who remains hesitant and does not act will not reach his de¬ 
sired goal. On the other hand, an individual who has the will 
and puts forth the effort to reach a goal will likely reach it. 


Everything goes back to the individual’s willpower and the 
effort put forth toward a goal. Whenever an individual uti¬ 
lizes his willpower, he will see that his goal is not out of reach 
and can be realized with enough effort. 


Blessings can be summed up in an individual’s utilization of 
his willpower. We can also say that willpower is a higher level 
of blessing. We see this issue being addressed in some of the 
narrations of die Holy Household. For example, we see that 
Imam Sajjad (a) would supplicate on the 27 th day of the 
month of Rajab and say, 


feji dU 3*^3 XyU did! vJUati! 3^ J\ j#t 

XU d4 tUSSi ilfcj 34 014*3 


dJtii 4 fXi ^ ^ 


*\?\ 


O’ God, I find the paths to requesting fvm You wide open 
and the springs of hope in You quenching! Ifind the doors of 
supplication unlocked for him who implores Yon, and Your 
aid available for those who seek You! And I know that You 
an in the position of response for him who beseeches You, and 
in the position of relief for him who resorts to You. 


144 



Fasting and Strengthening the Will 


0^^' ff i/t 4b!* jbJJtj ih^4- Jl <4 5'j 
o' M dASli- o^ 4 ^ dbVj c5t4' ej ^ 

fljl f> 4W! J-'jJ' # ^ o' ^ ^ 3^' ^ 


[And / know] that hastening to Your magnanimity and n- 
liance upon Your promise compensate for the stinginess of the 
miserly and suffice fivm that which is grasped by the mean . 
[And I know] that You never veil Yourself against Your 
creations, but it is their ill-deeds that hinder them from 
[reaching closer to] Yon . I have also known that the best 
provisions of whoever intends to travel to You is a true will 
by which He chooses Youf 

In this supplication, the Imam teaches us that everything we 
need to reach closer to God is readily available to us. The best 
tool available to us on our journey is a strength of will which 
we can utilize in seeking God’s pleasure. 

Strengthening our willpower becomes a high priority. 


Strengthening Willpower 

God who creates and sustains all things continues to bless 
and teach us how to strengthen our willpower through the 
system of worships He drew for us. Indeed, one of the great¬ 
est methods God gave us by which we can strengthen our 
will is the worship of fasting the Holy Month of Ramadan. 


M5 


6 Al-Tousi, Misbah al-Mutahajjid ’ 815. 
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Indeed, fasting die Holy Mondi of Ramadan is a great bless¬ 
ing and honor given to us Muslims and not to any other na¬ 
tion. A companion of Imam al-Sadiq (a) relays that the Imam 
said, 

UJ fi\ Jfi fafa. (1 jfa ji 


The fasting of the month of Ramadan was not imposed on 
any nation before ns. 


The companion asked about the verse of die Holy Quran, 

fa fa jt fa ip 4-4 "% fa 4-4* 'fa\ Q Is 


/ 


0 you who have faith! Prescribedfor you isfasting as it was 
prescribedfor those who were before yon, so that yon may be 

7 



The Imam (a) replied, 

Aj <*3)1 jU 3aj <&\ fay UJ 

^3 (^) J ifa l Soy oAA 


Indeed, God obligated the fasting of the month of Ramadan 
upon the prophets and not their nations. He favored this na¬ 
tion with [this special responsibility and honor]. He made the 
fasting of the month an obligation upon the Messenger of God 
(s) and his nation / 


7 The Holy Quran, 2:183. 

8 Al-Kayshahri, Mi fan al-Hibna , 2:1684. 
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The prescription of fasting the Holy Month of Ramadan is a 
great mercy with which the nation of Prophet Muhammad (s) 
has been blessed. 

If wc take a closer look at fasting and the Holy Month of 
Ramadan, we can see the important role the two play in re¬ 
moving any restraint and strengthening the power of the will. 
How can we benefit from this great worship in this great 
month? We can list a number of ways: 

Kejrainingfrom Engagement in Desires 

To fast is to refrain from a number of acts — such as eating, 
drinking, and sexual activity — for a specified period. If we 
analyze the things we were commanded to stay away from 
during fasting, we find that they are essential to human sur¬ 
vival, but are also the cause of many evils. 

When an individual refrains from all of these activities as a 
form of submission to God, he will gradually become better 
equipped to resist the other desires and temptations of the 
body. It is a training process that we are commanded to un¬ 
dertake for at least one month out of the year. It is a chance 
for us to prove to ourselves that we can stand in the face of 
temptation and worldly desires. By this training, we 
strengthen our willpower and our ability to use this faculty to 
develop ourselves. 

This is what Imam al-Rida (a) taught us in one narration when 
he said, 

j jh \£ ja j ^ jla 

L \jy >-U lauiU ^LaS\ jjSll J oJs3 

l« 0* bjlc- 
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$ <3 villi \p* jL*^Y^ 

ij>^^ 3 j (*^ 

If it was asked\ 'why wen they cow/?/a tided to fastV then the 
answer would be ‘so that they come to know the pain of hunger 
and thirst and infer ftvm that [the severity ofj the povetiy of 
the hereafter. And so the person who is fasting becomes nv- 
erent, bumble, seivi/e, rewarded, saving [his reward to cowe 
from God for his sacrifice], realising [of God's majesty], and 
patient over what has stnick him of hunger and thirst so that 
he can desetve a reward ftvw God] for what he has under¬ 
gone of refrainingftvm desires. And so that fasting] can be¬ 
come an admonishment for them in the short-tem, a training 
for them to fulfil what God has obligated upon them, and a 
guide for them in the long-term. 0 

Fasting is an opportunity for us to train ourselves to fulfill 
God’s commands. 

In the world of addetics, an adilete cannot play a sport and 
excel in it widiout the proper training. An individual who did 
not go through die proper training would not be able to earn 
an Olympic gold medal in gymnastics or weightlifting. Just as 
an athlete needs practice and training to hone his skills and 
strengthen his faculties to excel in sports, we too need prac¬ 
tice and training to strengthen our willpower. 

An individual who can refrain from permissible (Ha/al) food 
and drink can easily refrain from impermisslbe (blaram) food 
and drink. A person who can’t control his hunger for a short 
while will continue to live weak-willed and helpless. 


9 AJ-Sadouq, ValAl-Sharai\ 1:270. See also: Al-Majlisi, Bihar AhAnwar, 93:370. 
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Hunger Strengthens the Will 

There are many narrations that speak of overeating and the 
role it plays in corrupting an individual and weakening his 
willpower. There are also a great number of narrations that 
emphasize the positive effects of hunger. Overeating has an 
effect on an individual's ability to reason and make the right 
choices. It is narrated that the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

A,Jk3 oj& yyo 

Whoever grows used to plentiful food and drink , his heart 
will become hard. 10 

The hardening of the heart means that an individual will not 
be able to identify what is truly in his own best interest and 
will not have the willpower to make the right choices. 

In another narration die Holy Prophet (s) says, 

43J& jy lilacs \ yu V 

Do not fully satisfy your hunger ; as the light of knowledge 
will escape your hearts\ n 

If the light of knowledge escapes an individual’s heart, he will 
not be able to tell right from wrong. In odier words, he will 
remain the prisoner of his own desires and will not find any¬ 
thing to guide him towards anything contrary to his base de¬ 
sires. 

It is also narrated that the Commander of the Faithful (a) said. 


10 AI-Kayshahri, Mi^an al~V\ikj/ta y 1:90. 

11 Al - Ray s h a 1 1 ri, al-l lik/na , 3:1873. 
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i n 

Full satisfaction of hunger comrpts piety. 


There are many narrations that speak in the same vein. Fast¬ 
ing plays a great role in opening an individual’s mind and al¬ 
lowing him to realize right from wrong. This creates a greater 
benefit for the individual, allowing him to make the right 
choices in all aspects of his life. Thus we can see that hunger 
is a great spiritual exercise that God commanded us to par¬ 
take in through worship. Indeed, Imam al-Sajjad (a) encour¬ 
aged hunger as a means of spiritual training when he said. 


^ 3 ^"^ 


An individual who is cognisant of God\ featful of Him, and 
workingforHim will train himself and have it used to hunger 
so that it does not long for full satisfaction - just as a hose is 
trainedfora betting raceF 

We must utilize hunger as part of a diet that will allow us to 
strengthen our will and be able to bear the long journey. 

Worship and Certainty 

Many of us give special attention to our faith during die Holy 
Month of Ramadan. We put more time into worship and re¬ 
flection. Worship, in turn, plays a role in strengthening an in¬ 
dividual’s willpower. The closer an individual gets to God 
through worship and piety, the more he will achieve in terms 


12 Al-Rayshahri, Mi^an al-YUkina, 1:90. 

13 Al-Rayshahri, Miqau al-Hih/ia , 1:90. 
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of certainty, which in turn strengthens the will. This is be¬ 
cause an individual can more easily make decisions when it 
comes to issues where he has certainty, as opposed to issues 
of probability where the will grows weaker as a probability 
dwindles. 

We see this equation in all aspects of our lives. A businessman 
will enter a deal without hesitation if making a profit is cer¬ 
tain. But the more doubtful the profit is, the more he will 
hesitate to take the plunge. 

Worship is a means to certainty, which in turn strengthens 
the will. God says, 



Worshipyour Lord until certainty conies to you. 14 

The Holy Month of Ramadan comes with its own set of wor¬ 
ships that distinguishes it from all other months. Fasting, in 
pardcular, plays a large role in solidifying an individual’s cer¬ 
tainty. It is narrated that the Holy Prophet (s) said in a narra¬ 
tion, 


y_ JL ^ ljU c i —ijy 


r 


He said\ 'My Lord, what does fasting endow?' God said, 

\Lasting endows wisdom. Wisdom endows knowledge. 
Knowledge endows certainty. Surely, ij a servant reaches cer¬ 
tainty, he shall not care whether he is at hardship or at ease . v * 


14 The I-Iolv Quran, 15:99. 

15 Al-Rayshahri, Miqrn al-H'tkjna , 2:1689. 
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A person who reaches certainty will not care whether he is in 
hardship or at ease. His circumstances will not stand to 
weaken his will or influence him to make die wrong decision. 

As for the odier worships during die Holy Montii, we find 
that the Immaculate Imams taught us some form of prayer 
or supplication to occupy any time during the days and nights 
of the month. There are also prayers and supplications taught 
specifically for certain nights of the mondi, including luiylat 
al-Qadr— the most important night of the year. An individual 
should prepare himself throughout the year for diis occasion. 


All these worships play an important role in strengthening an 
individuars willpower and attaining divine blessings. God 
said. 





Asfor those who strive in Us, We shall surety guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous. 16 


God also says, 





y > - 

0 muU 




As for him who gives and is God way and confirms the best 
pivmise, We will surely ease him toward facility. 17 

We can see diat blessing is somediing that we attain by our 
own choices and actions. The process begins by us making 
the right decisions in seeking closeness to God. We must live 


16 The 1 Iolv Quran, 29:69. 

17 The J loly Quran, 92:5-7. 
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within die bounds diat God Almighty drew for us, so that we 
can attain true happiness in this life and next. 
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In the Name of God y the Most Beneficent , the Most Merciful 


^3 J Jj cf pr* -V ^ { 0 ^ J-^3 ^3 

{ 0 0^ ijft y ji ai\ ^ 0J iyt 


I did no / OTtf/e* the jinn and the hitmans except that they may 
worship Me. I desite no provision from them> nor do I desire 
that they should feed Me. Indeed it is God who is the AH- 
prvvider, Powetfnl and A!I-strong.' 


The Purpose of Creation 

God created mankind and honored us above all other crea¬ 
tures. He prepared for us a life of happiness and luxury with¬ 
out any hardship or displeasure. He created that world for us 
to be free to worship Him and ascend in our knowledge of 
Him until we reach die greatest heights of knowledge. We 
find the link between knowledge and worship that is men¬ 
tioned in many of our narrations. 


1 The I loly Quran, 51:56-58. 
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In any case, God did not create mankind to endure hardship 
and constandy toil in pursuit of their sustenance. Mankind is 
much dearer to God, and a brief look at the verses of the 
Holy Quran will show us diis reality. It was mankind’s own 
choices diat brought about this world of hardship and toil, 
and away from that world of ease and luxury. 


God Almighty relays to us die story of that world He created 
for us and how we grew distant from diat world. He says, 


b ^ u 1^1 ^ fii \j&\ Uii % 

V3 Ls u& V ^ \ csy* ^ ^ JJJ o! 



IFfe// IF? said to the angels, V/vstrate before Adam, 9 they 
pmtrated, but not Ib/is: he refused . We said, O Adam! 
This is indeed an enemy of yours and your mate's. So do not 
let him expel you f/vm paradise , or you will be miserable . 
Y<w ;w// neither be hung/y in it nor naked\ You will neither 
be thirsty in it, nor suffer f/vm [the heat of] the sun . * 


But then Satan’s conspiracy got between us and staying in 
that world of ease where we can worship freely without hard¬ 
ship or toil. 


v diU 3 M if? £ d>\ > p\ b 3 ^ 3^' 4 

& C$& *4j p\ Jj3 


2 The I loly Quran, 20:116-19. 
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ffyt *fis« ^ Ikil 36 ^ YY}> ^3 

v 3 $ $ui^ 


Then Satan tempted him . He said\ 1 0 Adam! Shall l show 
you the tree of immortality , <r/// imperishable kingdom V 

So they both ate of it y and their nakedness became evident to 
them , //^/ /Ay' began to stitch over themselves with the leaves 
of paradise . Adam disobeyed his Lord ' and went amiss . Then 
his Lord chose him , and turned to him clemently , and guided 
him. He said\ 'Get down both of you from it\ all together ; 
being enemies of one another! Yet } should any guidance come 
to you fvm Me, those who follow My guidance will not go 
astray , wr ;«///they be miserable. ...* 

God’s divine promise was diat He would place us in a para¬ 
dise where there is no hardship or toil, and we would not 
even feel hunger, thirst, heat, or cold. Tliis world was created 
for us to dedicate ourselves to the worship of God. However, 
mankind fell victim to the whispers of Satan and disobeyed 
the commands God issued for mankind’s best interest. This 
became the reason for us to face constant tests and tribula¬ 
tions so that we can prove our connection with and servitude 
to God. 


Despite descending to this world and being stripped of all 
those luxuries, God’s boundless mercy never parted with us. 
God’s blessings and sustenance continue to rain down upon 
us, most importantly of which are the prophets and messen¬ 
gers that God continued to send in order to guide us back to 
Him. As we read in die Holy Quran, 


3 The Holy Quran, 20:120-23. 
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B/// whoever disregards My remembrance., his shall be a 
wretched life , and We shall raise him blind on the Day of 
Resurrection. * 


We understand that returning to that world of happiness, lux¬ 
ury, and ease does not come through anything other than 
worship. God says, 


343 34 ^0 ^ ij^ 

J$\ fed J4" ^3 


B? patient with what they say , and celebrate the praise of your 
Lord before the rising of the sun and before the sunset , and 
glorify Him in watches of the night and at the day’s ends , 
that you may be pleased’ 

God blessed mankind when He set for us the numerous types 
of worship. Each of these worships fulfills a specific need and 
allows us to reach towards a particular aspect of excellence in 
our lives. Each type of worship has its material and meta¬ 
physical effects. Prayer, fasting, Hajj, and all other worships 
each have their distinct purpose. We must not belittle any of 
these worships or approach them with a sense of indifference 
or lethargy. They are divine blessings, the pleasure of which 
we cannot taste until we steep ourselves in them. 


A The I loly Quran, 20:124. 
5'Hie Holy Quran, 20:130. 
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Worship and the Good Life 


Each of GocPs creatures is created and fashioned in a way as 
to best suit their purpose. The same holds true for human¬ 
kind whose purpose is to worship the Almighty. Thus, our 
body, soul, and every aspect of our being are perfecdy com¬ 
patible with the worships prescribed by God. 

It is when we veer astray from this divine goal that we expe¬ 
rience a life of hardship and misery. This is due to the fact 
that we would be going against and innate instincts that God 
endowed us with. Each creature must live in accordance to 
its purpose. Otherwise, it would not be able to live and flour¬ 
ish, just as a fish cannot live out of water or the sun cannot 
veer out of its orbit 


# j.K c ^ A ^ o' 






Neither it behooves the sun to overtake the /noon, nor may 
the night outnni the day, and each swims in an orbit. 6 

Like all other creatures, mankind was created with a purpose 
and can fulfill its highest potential when it lives up to that 
purpose. What differentiates us from all other creatures is 
that we were given moral agency and the responsibility of 
making choices. We may make the choice to veer off or re¬ 
main steadfast on the course drawn for us by God. It is only 
when we remain steadfast and reach our goal — to manifest 
true servitude to God — that we realize the highest levels of 


6 The I loly Quran, 36:40. 
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our being and can live the good life that we were promised. 
God says in die Holy Quran, 


iki. SjLiS j&j g\ J Jo JA UJU ji 

Jjjliau ^ 


Whoever acts righteously , [whether] mate or female, should 
he be faithful, We shall revive him with a good life and pay 
them their reward by the best of what they used to do. 7 


When an individual veers away from dns padi, he will live a 
life of hardship and discontent. God says, 


o' *ji 0*3 j' ^ 0^ 

Jb ill' ^ j iSLSa Iki Sjl* 

* 

- V', V ■ ill 
oy^y- * 


Whomever God desires to guide, He opens his bfeast to Is¬ 
lam, and whomever He desites to lead astray, He makes his 
bieast narrow and straitened as if he were climbing to a 
height. Thus does God lay [spiritual] defilement on those who 
do not have faith. 8 

An individual who lives a life of servitude to the Almighty 
lives in comfort, contentment, and tranquility, despite all the 
hardships of this world. This is true for a number of reasons, 
including: 


7 The I loly Quran, 16:97. 
6 The I loly Quran, 6:125. 
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Harmony 


Everything in this world is created by God and guided to¬ 
wards a purpose revolving around obedience and servitude 
to Him. God says in the Holy Quran, 



The seven heavens glorify Hi/?/, and the earth [too], and who¬ 
ever is in them. The tv is not a thing but celebrates His praise, 
bntyon do not understand their glorification. Indeed\ He is 
all-forbearing, all-forgiving, 9 10 


God also says, 



If 4^3-% J4*^3 J-^3 

*li4 U Ul\ s j\^p> ^ ij Ui & 


Have yon not regarded that whoever is in the heavens and 
whoever is on the earth prostrates to God , well as the sun, 
the moon , and the stars, the mountains, the trees, and the 
animals and many humans? And many have come to deserve 
the punishment. Whomever God humiliates will find no one 
who may bring him honor. Indeed God does whatever He 
wishesJ° 


There are a number of other verses that describe the world 
in a similar way. The bottom line is that this world was ere- 


9 The I Foly Quran, 17:44. 

10 The Holy Quran, 22:18. 
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ated with servitude to the Almighty at its core and as its pur¬ 
pose. An individual who embodies servitude to God falls in 
full harmony with the rest of creation. When a person rebels 
against God’s commands, he stands against the powerful cur¬ 
rent of creation, thus living a life of disharmony and discon¬ 
tentment. God says, 




But whoever disregards My remembrance, his shall be a 
wretched life, and We shall raise him blind on the Day of 
Resurrection, 11 


He also says, 




Whomever He desires to lead astray, He makes his bieast 
narrow and straitened as if he wen climbing to a heightJ 2 

Fit/filling Material and Spiritual Needs 

Worship also leads to the material and spiritual excellence of 
mankind. We must realize that the soul needs to be properly 
nourished just like the body. Just as the body may fall ill if it 
is not nourished or nourished improperly, the same is true 
for the soul. Malnourishment of the soul leads to its degen¬ 
eration, at which point the individual will not be able to lead 
a good life, but will rather continue on a path of wretched¬ 
ness. So it is through worship and servitude to God that we 
lead a good and tranquil life. God says, 


11 The I loly Quran, 20:124. 

12 The ! loly Quran, 6:125. 
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Those who have faith and whose hearts find rest in the re¬ 
membrance of Godl Behold! The hearts find rest in God's 
remembrance? J 


Worship and Identity 


We as individuals, by virtue of the nature of our creation, al¬ 
ways seek to belong and identify with tilings outside of our¬ 
selves. We see and face so much in this world, but the more 
we study the world around us the more we come to realize its 
vastness. All this drives a sense of fear and anxiety in us, driv¬ 
ing us to seek something to hold on to. A sense of belonging 
allows us to make sense of some of the world around us. Our 
identity gives us a lens through which we see the world. 


Worship is a means for us to create die appropriate identity 
for ourselves — one which is built on a sense of belonging to 
the Absolute. This sense of belonging is incomparable to any 
other identity. It is far beyond attachment to any limited and 
fleeting creation. God speaks of the need for us to create this 
identity in the Holy Quran. He says, 


WT V' o* rM ^ 


God is the master of thefaith fid: He brings them out of dark¬ 
ness into light . Asfor the faithless , their masters an the fake 
deities , who drive them out oj light into darkness . They shall 


13 The Holy Quran, 13:28. 
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be the inmates of the Fin ?, and they will nmain in it [for¬ 
ever[ u 


We should never underestimate the value of identity and be¬ 
longing. It builds an individual’s character and allows him to 
see the world with an end goal in mind. An individual who 
identifies widi God will always feel a sense of honor and 
might. 






AH might belongs to God and His Apostle and the faithful, 
but the hypocrites do not know... 15 Indeed it is God who is 
the AH-pfvvider ; Powerful and All-strong 16 


That is why the companions of the Holy Prophet (s) would 
chant in their batdes against the transgressors of Quraysh, 
“Our master is God and you have no master!” Indeed, a per¬ 
son who has a sense of belonging to the Almighty cannot be 
equated with an individual who does not. This is in addition 
to the fact that this sense of belonging eases the troubles of 
our journey in this world. God says, 

osbj- byrfi bf^ 3 % bf*^ 3 - j! 

Ii£- tsJp ^ 5 S 3 


If you are suffering, they an also suffering like you, but you 
expect f/v/n God what they do not expect , and God is all¬ 
knowing all-wised 7 


lA The Holy Quran. 2:257. 

15 The Holy Quran, 63:8. 

16 The Holy Quran, 51:58. 

17 The Holy Quran, 4:104. 
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The traditions of the Holy Household also emphasize this 
point. It is narrated that Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

dust Vj 9 >- j,\ I j 

- * ** 

tj^Ld V Up- dU3 tdhBU jl viLlio 

. JLU® J\ dustj JbsU jlJ V f Li-vlh ^ viJUi 'iLi 

7/ Tv written in the Torah , 'O’ jw; of Adam, worship Me 
and I shallfill yon r heart with contentedness and 1 shall not 
leave you to your wants. I shall suffice your needs andfill your 
heart with fear of Me. If yon do not set time to worship Me, 

I shall Jill your heart with desire for this world. I shall not 
suffice your needs and I shall leave you to your wants. ,ts 

Worship plays a role by ins tillin g in us that sense of belonging 
and identifying with God. This in turn strengthens the indi¬ 
vidual's soul and character. On the other hand, an individual 
who does not identify with die absolute will remain weak. He 
will seek to identify with fleeting and inconsequential things, 
which in turn will only make him weaker and more fickle. 
Such an individual will need to spend his power and energy 
in pursuit of whatever he identifies with, whereas those who 
identify with the Almighty will draw strength and honor from 
him. 

True Worship 

Many of us do not engage properly with our acts of worship. 
We see them as obligations diat we need to get out of our 


18 Al-Kulayni, ai-Kaft, 2:83. 
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way, simply to satisfy die obligation and avoid any punish¬ 
ment. There are also some individuals who look at die rec¬ 
ommended acts of worship and see them as too stringent and 
extreme. That is because many of us do not know and have 
not tasted the sweetness of worship. We do not recognize the 
reality and effects of worship, so we view it superficially. Few 
of us have delved deep in die spirit of worship. 

If we take the time to contemplate on worship, we will see 
that it is one of the greatest of God’s blessings to His serv¬ 
ants. In order for us to fully understand it, we must First rec¬ 
ognize its essential components and die factors diat allow it 
to have a significant effect on our being. 

Knowledge and Certainty 


Worship is not a set of rites and rituals that we must per¬ 
formed without drinking and understand. Rather, we must 
seek to understand their deeper meaning. Our acts of wor¬ 
ship cannot be simple empty rituals. After all, the rituals of 
worship were set by God so that His servants may manifest 
their relationship to Him and grow closer to Him. 


Worship cannot be a set of ritualistic actions without a deeper 
understanding of their role and meaning. There must be a 
level of contemplation and understanding for the worship¬ 
ping servant. The more a servant knows of his Lord and un¬ 
derstands his worship, the greater the value of his worship 
will be. That is why we find knowledge of God as die center- 
piece of the Holy Household’s wisdom when explaining die 
holy verse, 
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1 did not create the jinn and the humans except that they way 
worship Me! 9 

It is narrated that Imam al-Rida (a) said, 

oXy-y 4^ A^5 yu* 4J^ S.>Lp 

The first step in worshipping God is to know Hi///. The pil¬ 
lar oj knowing God is believing in His Oneness. 20 

Other narrations highlight the fact that mankind were created 
to know of God. It is this knowledge that allows a servant to 
rise higher in the levels of worship. It is narrated that Imam 
Hussain (a) said, 

°'fijp ^ U ofi 3^ ^ 5! • ^ 

o\y* lo 5jLp JP oLo \yJC-*\ OjJuP \3U c©jJuP 

0 * people, God Almighty did not mate His sen/ants excepts 
so that they may know Him. Once they know Him , they 
worship Him . 0//rc //#y worship Him , they suffice themselves 
by His worship from worshipping anything else. 

A man asked him, “May my parents be your ransom, what is 
it to know God?” He replied, 

P 4Sj** 

It is for the people of each era to know their Imam who they 
a/e obligated to obey f 


19 The Holy Quran, 51:56. 

20 Al-Sadouq, 'Oyouti Akbbar al-Rida (a% 2:135. 

21 Al-Sadouq, ‘lfalal-Sbar<ti\ 1:90. 
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There are countless other narrations that emphasize the im¬ 
portance of understanding, knowledge, and certainty when it 
comes to worship. The Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 

^ ^4* J jf- ^ 

Then is no use to worship without understanding. 

He also said, 

1^3 AA3 V SjLp 3 ^ 

■s y 

Then is no use to worship without knowledges 
It is narrated that the Holy Prophet (s) said, 


There is no [true] worship without certainty. 24 

Certainty is a high level of knowledge and understanding that 
allows a clear and excellent vision. 


Worship cannot have its true impact on the individual if he 
does not properly engage in it through having an adequate 
understanding. The higher an individual’s level of under¬ 
standing, the higher the level of worship, and the greater its 
benefits. This is clear in the words of Imam Ali (a) when he 
said, 


0 * j^ ‘ ^ **J*-* <3 


•0A* u* 5 . ■ 


22 Al-Sadouq, Ala aw al-Akhbar, 226. 

25 AI-Kulayni, aAKaft, 1:36. 

24 Al-Nouri, Mustadrak al-Wosa'el\ 11:196. 
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Secure in yourselves knowledge of what you worship , so that 
you /nay nap the benefits of the move men ts of your limbs 
through worship of the One whom yon know. 25 

By understanding this relationship between worship and un¬ 
derstanding, we can see why the apostles, messengers, and 
the Holy Prophet (s) and his Immaculate Household (a) were 
so engaged in their worships. Their worship is built on true 
understanding and certainty, so they taste its sweetness and 
observe its affects. They also continuously feel that they have 
not fulfilled their obligations toward God and have fell short 
in fulfilling His rights upon them. They understand how little 
our worship is before the majesty, generosity, and blessings 
of God. 

We, on the other hand, do not have that level of understand¬ 
ing and so cannot reap die same benefits from our worship. 
Each of us diinks that our acts of worship are enough to ful¬ 
fill God’s due rights, and diat we can rest easy after we offer 
whatever little we do. 

Because of this important role diat understanding plays in our 
acts of worship, we see that our noble traditions continuously 
emphasize die importance of thought and reflection. In one 
narration, Imam al-Rida (a) said, 

jA jSvidl ojf Id cS*iLal^ 

Worship does not come with excessive fasting ofprayer Ra¬ 
ther, it is to constantly think about the matter of Gods 6 


25 Al-Majiisi, Bibar at-Anwar, 75:63. 

26 Al-l larrani, Tubajal-'Oqool, 442. 
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Physical and Spiritual Purity 


Worship is a process of purification. One of its most im¬ 
portant goals is to purify the individual from the corruption 
of sin and disobedience. At the same time, worship is a means 
of prevention as it guards the worshipper from falling into 
sin. This is what die Holy Quran refers to in some of its 
verses. For example, 



Recife what has been revealed to you of the Rook, and main¬ 
tain the prayer. Indeed the prayer restrainsfrvm indecent and 
wrongful conduct, and the remembrance of God is surely 
greater. And God knows what ever you dor 7 


Along with the important effect of restraining the individual 
from sin, prayer is also a means of purification for us. Our 
beloved Imam Ali (a) relays a beautiful narration in this re¬ 
gard. He said that the Holy Prophet (s) once read this holy 
verse, 


1 oteiiii Sfik issu'd* % j$\ j s&at pS*3 


Maintain the prayer at the two ends of the day, and during 
the early hours of the night. Indeed good deeds efface misdeeds. 
That is an admonition for the mindful. 29 

By way of explaining die verse, the Holy Prophet (s) said, 


27 The Holy Quran, 29:45. 
» The Holy Quran, 11:114. 
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ji [fr^- 3^ L^- - 

J^i |l 4_l3j <0?^> <01' \ 'jls ^jp ir J ^■‘-^ 

4^1 4jjfy 'tijf y* as^L^ ^p 


0 'Aliy I swear by the One who sent me with the truth as a 
bearer of good news and as a warner, that whenever anj of 
yon pe forms his wndhn, his sins fall off of his limbs. If he 
turns his face and his heart to God, he will not leave his 
prayer except that he has shed all his sins [and become pun] 
like the day his mothergave birth to him. 29 


We find a similar command in the Holy Quran when it comes 
to fasting. God says, 



sj* ijp ^ 



O yon who have faith! Prescribedfor yon is fasting as it was 
prescribedfor those who were before yon, so that yon may be 
Godwatyf 

At the same time, fasting also purifies an individual from sin. 
As the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

jUM ja 

Pasting is a haven fwm he/lfiref 

The same goes for almsgiving, Hajj, and any other form of 
worship. They play an important role in purifying the individ¬ 
ual spiritually. 



29 Al-Majlisi, Bihar ol-Amvor y 79:220. 

30 The Holy Quran, 2:183. 

31 Al-Barqi, al-tXUihasin, 1:287, 
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As we realize diis, we must also recognize that these purifiers 
cannot be mixed with corruption, as they would not be able 
to have the proper effect. You cannot maintain two contra¬ 
dictory opposites at the same time. Worship will not have its 
effect on an individual who constandy engages in sin, for ex¬ 
ample. Such an individual will not be capable of understand¬ 
ing and tasting die sweetness of his worship. In order for 
these acts of worship to have dieir full effect on our being, 
we must strive to remove any form of corruption from our 
hearts that would impede our worship. 

This corruption diat hampers the effects of worship can be 
eidier physical or spiritual. Physical corruptions, for example, 
include the consumption of impermissible foods and drinks. 
It is narrated diat the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

Worship while eating what is impermissible (Hamm) is like 
building on sand. 32 

He is also reported to have said, 

God has an angel who cries out every night over the Sacred 
House , Whoever eats Hara/n God will not except from hint 
a [recommended prayer] nor a [mandatory prayer]. >)3 


32 Al-Majlisi, Bibar al-Anwar, 100:16. 

33 Al-Majlisi, Bihar abAnwar, 100:16. 
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There are also narrations that speak of the spiritual forms of 
corruption that can hamper the effects of worship. The Com¬ 
mander of the Faithful (a) said, 

How can a person who does not fastfrvm [obeying his] desire 
taste the beauty of worship ? u 

It is also narrated that Prophet Jesus (a) once said, 

A£ JcJj V oA-i 

JIU Ja U If/bU 

Surely, just as the ill looks at good food but is not able to 
taste itsjoy due to his severe pain , so too is the seeker of this 
world unable to feel the pleasure of worship or taste its sweet¬ 
ness due to his love of wealth] 5 

An individual who wishes to taste the sweetness of worship 
and realize all of its effects must work to purify himself from 
anything that would prevent him from his goal. As long as 
the physical and spiritual opposites to worship remain a part 
of an individual, he cannot fully utilize the acts of worship 
that God prescribed. As Imam Hassan (a) said, 

Whoever seeks worship will purify himself for it] 6 


34 AlAVasiti, 'Ojoun al-Hikaw, 384. 

35 Al-Marrani, Titbaf ai- i Oqoot 507. 

36 Al-l larrani, Tubafat-'Oqoot, 236. 
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Making Tin/e 


One of the primary factors for becoming engaged in worship 
and realizing its effects is to set aside time dedicated to it. Of 
course, this doesn’t mean that an individual should neglect 
this world entirely and forget about his career and education. 
All of that, when done properly, can be considered a means 
of worship. God says, 



■ «■ • 





I 


\iyl j,yi\ ft 



It is He who made the earth tractable for yon; so walk on its 
JJanks and eat of His p/vvision, and towards Him is the 
resurrection. 57 

We must make worship a priority in our lives. We must make 
sure that everything we do in this world is in accord with the 
purpose which we were created for. Whenever we make the 
effort and set aside the time in dedication to worship, we will 
surely taste its sweetness and feel its effects. If we do not 
dedicate the time and effort, and approach worship simply as 
an obligation to be gotten over, then we will never realize its 
true meaning. 

We see that many individuals do not give much importance 
to the worship. We have many priorities in life — including 
our wealth, work, family, luxury, and other matters — all of 
which are given greater priority than worship. Many of us de¬ 
lay our prayers with die excuse of being busy with work. 
Many of us delay our Hajj with the excuse that we are busy 
with other aspects of our lives. How many of us do not even 


37 The Holy Quran, 67:15. 
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know die meaning of recommended prayers and Salat al- 
Layl? We suffice ourselves with the minimum that we are ob¬ 
ligated with because we look at our prayers as something that 
consumes time we could be spending somewhere else. 


All of this reflects our poor relationship with worship and 
how we see it at the bottom of our list of priorities. How can 
we expect to properly engage in worship and reap its benefits 
when this is our oudook? That is why God commands us to 
be patient when it comes to worship. He says, 




Take recourse in patience and prayer, and it is indeed bard 
except for the humbled 8 

Worship is hard for everyone but the humble. The humble 
are the ones who understand the meaning of worship and 
dedicate dieir time and energy to it. 

When we dedicate ourselves to worship and make it a priority 
and focal point in our lives, we can begin to realize its true 
meaning. Every day, we will taste something new of its sweet¬ 
ness. Every day, we will reap a new benefit and a take an extra 
step on our journey towards God. 

But if we put a greater priority on every endeavor, goal, whim, 
and desire, we will not be able to properly engage in worship. 
We will not be able to taste its sweetness and reap its benefits. 

So we see that die teachings of our faidi always put an em¬ 
phasis on worship and setting aside time for these rituals and 
placing them at the top of our list of priorities. Only then can 
we taste the pleasure of worship — a pleasure that cannot be 


38 The l loly Quran, 2:45. 
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compared to any worldly pleasure. Only then can we taste die 
sweetness and pleasure of growing closer to God’s Majesty. 
We have to set aside time for our worship and yearn for it 
out of a true and sincere love. Imam Hussain (a) narrates diat 
die Holy Prophet (s) once said, 




The best of people is the one who loves worship and embraces 
it;yeanling for it in his heart , pivceeding towards it with his 
body , and setting aside time for it. He shall not care for the 
matters of the world and whether he is at hardship or at 
eased 9 


It is also narrated that the Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 

SjU-oJIj fsbj, eAjdl ^.3 

Continuous worship is a mark of attainment of [true] hap¬ 
pinessd° 


Practical Application 

After all we have discussed about the nature and beauty of 
worship, we must now turn to address a couple practical 
methods by which we can implement some of what we dis¬ 
cussed. 

There is no doubt that a person who forms a certain habit, 
his habitual routine will be an integral part of his day. We find 
comfort in these habits, and are discomforted when we are 


39 Al-Kulayni, at-Kafi , 2:83. 

40 Al-Wasiti, 'Oyoun al-Hikam , 251. 
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unable to engage in them for one reason or another. This is 
true whether the actual habit is in itself good or bad. 

The same analysis is true of worship. The more an individual 
habituates himself to engage in worship, the more attached 
he will become to it and the more comfort he will find in it. 
This habituation of worship is something that is rationally de¬ 
sirable, as everyone is in agreement that forming good habits 
is a positive tiling. We even find narrations that support this 
approach, such as the narration of the Holy Prophet (s) who 
said, 

I Virtue is a habit. 41 

We must also realize that an important aspect of worship is 
its effect in purifying our soul and clearing our vision. With a 
clear vision we can see more clearly the value and importance 
of worship, and we will be more inclined to engage ourselves 
in it. 

We must also be cognizant not to force ourselves to worship. 
This would naturally create an opposite effect that would re¬ 
pel our hearts from worship. That is why we find in the nar¬ 
rations of the Holy Household (a) a constant emphasis on 
worship, but with a realization that these rituals must be ap¬ 
proached freely and with a yearning. It is narrated that the 
Commander of die Faithful (a) said, 


41 Al-Hindi, Kan% al- 'Ouwiat 16:119. 
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Deceive jour heart into worshipping; persuade it and do not 
force it. Engage it when it is free and /uenj. This is except 
as regards the obligations enjoined upon you y for they should 
not be neglected and must be performed at their due times. 42 

We see that our beloved Imams (a) would continually remind 
their companions of the importance of worship. Imam al- 
Kadhim (a) once told some of his sons, 

^L*j S^Lp Jo- ja dhlp 

<tf:>Lp ^ Juju V jU A^pIWj 

Be diligent and do not think that you can evade shortcoming 
in the worship and obedience of God. Surely , God is never 
worshiped as He truly de senses 4 * 

On the other hand, they realized the need for balance in ap¬ 
proaching worship. Imam al-Sadiq (a) would say, 

lybjSc V 

Do not make worship abhorrent to yourselves. 44 

So the balance is in giving the proper importance and priority 
to worship, but to do so freely and with desire rather than 
doing it sluggishly and without the proper state of mind. 


•12 Al-Radi, Nahj al-Batagha, 3:130, letter 69. 

•*3 Al-Kulayni, al-KaJi, 2:72. 

•w Al-Kulayni, al-Kaft, 2:86. 
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We cannot all at once reach a level of fully engaging with 
worship and tasting its true pleasure. The process will be 
gradual and we must put in the time and effort required for 
us to reach that state. There should be no doubt that this is a 
great goal that deserves our time and energy. Only then can 
we reap the true benefits of these divinely prescribed rituals. 
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I ft the Name of God, the Most beneficent, the Most Merciful 

j ji snJjji 51 n^Uii (4*3 & jb u $ 

U pi si»3 Jlw J^3 J ^i»3 


Kftv/tf what has been revealed to you of the Book, and //sain¬ 
foin the prayer. Indeed the prayer restrains ftvns indecent and 
wrongful conduct , and the remembrance of God is surely 
greater. And God knows whatever you do. 1 


God's blessings upon humanity are too many to be counted 
or limited. God says, 


jjSd ilit Q V *JJ\ ^ 4,1s jjj 


Ifyozt enumerate God's blessings .you will not be able to count 
them. Indeed God is all forgiving a!I-merciful. 2 

The most importance of God's blessings is the blessing of 
guidance. It is through His guidance that we can elevate in 


1 The [ lolv Quran, 29:45. 

2 The Holy Quran, 16:18. 
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die levels of closeness to His Majesty. It is the path of achiev¬ 
ing true eternal happiness in this world and the next. Without 
this guidance, we would be left to our own devices and our 
souls would continue to degenerate in die levels of corrup¬ 
tion. When an individual loses all attachment to this guidance, 
he becomes like an animal or worse. God says, 



A 





Do yon suppose that ??iost of them listen or exercise their tea- 
son? They ate just like cattle; indeed\ they are further astray 
ftvm the may / 

The means of guidance are numerous and vary in their de¬ 
grees. When we go back to the blessed verse we mentioned 
at the outset of the chapter, we see diat God lists a number 
of diose means of guidance. God first mentions recitation of 
the Holy Book and the maintenance of prayers, both of 
which we know to be important aspects of our faith and in¬ 
tegral to our journey towards God. He then mentions re¬ 
membrance of Him, and states that it is surely greater. Even 
with everytiiing we know about prayer and its importance, 
the remembrance of God is still greater. After all, prayer is 
only one method by which we remember God. 

Remembrance of God is thus the greatest means by which 
we can elevate ourselves in nearness to Him. Without re¬ 
membrance, we only sink further in deviance and corruption, 
becoming worse than any of His other creatures. God says, 


3 The I loly Quran, 25:44. 
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$3 \ jjv*- ^ o', ''jz? ^ ■*% 

Ik ^VlTvilsJjl t^. V ^'jT ^ o£' 




JisiSy 6 ^ 


Certainly We have winnowed out for hell many of the jinn 
and hitmans: they have hearts with which they do not under¬ 
stand\ they have eyes with which they do not see , they have 
ears with which they do not hear : They an tike cattle; indeed\ 
they an more astray . It is they who an the heedless. 4 

Such individuals fall to a level below the beasts due to their 
heedlessness. It is heedlessncss of God that makes in individ¬ 
ual degenerate in this manner and makes his life a wretched 
one in this world and in the hereafter. 


Here we must mention a few important points. 


What is Remembr/\nce? 

Some people may think of remembrance of God simply as 
glorifying Him and mendoning His names and attributes. 
While this may be one form of remembrance, the term could 
encompass much more than just that. Remembrance has 
many levels, and the remembrance of the tongue is die lowest 
of diese levels. 

The more important aspect of remembrance is turning to¬ 
ward God. Words uttered by the tongue should reflect the 
state of the heart and its engagement widi God. In one nar¬ 
ration Moses asked God, 


4 The Holy Quran, 7:179. 
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5 ajL-L ^ U 

m+ 

O ’ Lord, what is mvard of the one who remembersyou with 
his tongue and his heart? 

God said, 

O' Moses, I shall shade him in the shade of my Th/vne and 

* 

have him at my side' 

An individual should live his life with God's remembrance 
constantly in his heart and on his tongue. Yet there are even 
higher levels of remembrance we should aspire to. An indi¬ 
vidual's remembrance can rise to such a level that he is con¬ 
stantly aware of God's presence — knowing that God is con- 
standy with him and sees him. God is never absent from the 
heart and mind of such an individual. Even within this level 
there is a great variety of degrees amongst those who have 
achieved it based on their level of closeness to die Almighty. 
The closer an individual grows to God, die stronger his re¬ 
membrance will be until he dissolves completely in the love 
of his Lord. 

The Commander of the Faithful (a) teaches us of these levels 
and how we should aspire for that complete level of devo¬ 
tion. He taught us in the whispered prayers of the Mondi of 
Sha'ban, 


5 AUSadouq, Fadd'dal-Ashhor al-Tbalath, 88. 
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[&faj h^l3 jL^ajl j\j « dUj ^ILaiV^ 

t dl (J^ 3 ^ 4 Sr^“^ lL^ 1 (^5^ 

JJL-Ji 4 jiLu9 J^3 

O’ Lord, grant me excellence in devotion to yon and brighten 
the foresight of our hearts with the light of looking on to you. 

So that the foresight of the hearts can breach the veils of light 
and reach the mettle of greatness. And so our sou Is will be¬ 
come attached to the honor of Your Majesty. 6 7 

When a person reaches this level of devotion and remem¬ 
brance, he will see nothing in existence but God. As our be¬ 
loved Imam (a) says, 

Ajl-oj o Juuj ^*3 4J^ d-o La 


/ have not seen anything except that I have seen God before , 
after, and alongside it! 


This is the greatest level of remembering God, where the in¬ 
dividual lives with God in every instance of his being. Of 
course, God is always present and continues to bless and sus¬ 
tain us. The problem is with us when we are heedless of Him. 
That is why our Creator stressed the importance of remem¬ 
brance in many verses of His Holy Book. He says, 


o< 4-jft 4 j && o' ^ 'M $5 A 


6 I bn Iawus, Iqbal al-A’/nat, 3:299. 

7 Al-Amecni, Ta^kiyat al-Nafs, 151. Al-Savyid al-Ameeni did not provide a source 
for the narration, however it is relayed with some discrepancy by al-Mazandarani 
as, “I have not seen anything except that f have seen God before it. Sec: al- 
Mazandarani, Shark Usool al-Kafi, 3:83. 
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When jon forget , remember jour Lord\ and say , !Maybe mj 
Lord will guide me to / something] more akin to rectitude than 
this. g 

This verse asks us to remember God whenever we fall from 
a higher level of awareness to a lower one through forgetful¬ 
ness. The verse clearly indicates the existence of levels in 
terms of remembrance of the heart. 

God — out of His boundless love for us and favor upon us - 
wants us to continue to grow closer to Him. We have to be 
constandy aware of Him just as He is constandy aware of us. 
He is constandy blessing and sustaining us and never forget¬ 
ting about us. We exist and live out of God’s constant atten¬ 
tion towards us. We must be aware of this constant attention 
and meet it with constant remembrance. We must not forget 
about our Creator and Sustainer, and must see Him before 
our eyes wherever we turn. We must seek to strengthen our 
relationship widi Him day after day. We should realize that 
ultimately we are the ones benefitting from this relationship. 
The more we grow in remembrance of, closeness to, and love 
for God, the more we prepare ourselves for greater blessings 
and rewards. 

Al-Faidh al-Kashani, a renowned scholar, says that the path 
to attain and strengthen the love of God in order to prepare 
to see and meet with Him, is through attainment and 
strengthening of knowledge. The path of attaining knowledge 
is through purification of the heart and removal of all worldly 
preoccupations; only then can one reach a complete level of 
devotion to God through remembrance and reflection. The 


8 The Holy Quran, 18:24. 
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heart is like a vessel; if filled with water it has no room for 
vinegar. It must be emptied of the water to have room for 
the vinegar. God did not create anyone with two hearts. Per¬ 
fect love is for an individual to love his Lord with his whole 
heart. Therefore, if a person is attendant to anything other 
than God, there will be a corner of the heart that is preoccu¬ 
pied with that thing rather than God. So, if an individual is 
preoccupied with something other than God, the result is an 
incomplete love of God — unless that attention given to what 
is besides God is given to it because it is an effect and crcadon 
of God and a manifestation of His names and attributes. 


How much to Remember? 


Now that we know the importance of remembrance; is there 
a specific amount of remembrance that we need to maintain 
in order to grow spiritually? When we look at the verses of 
the Holy Quran and die noble traditions, we see that they 
emphasize the need for constant remembrance and that we 
should not suffice ourselves with only a litde. Remembrance 
is a means to growing closer to God, so we must utilize our 
short lives on this earth to grow closer and closer to Him. 
The verses of die Holy Quran emphasize diis concept. God 
says, 



0 you who have faith! Remember God with frequent remem¬ 
brance. 9 


9 'ITic Holy Quran, 33:41. 
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The Holy Quran asks us to remember God no matter what 
we are going through in our lives. God says of the believers. 


JS\ OUp dtU^ NUpk lli U b5j jpjVlj 


Those who remember God standing, sitting, and lying on (heir 
sides , and reflect on the creation of the heavens and the earth 
[and say], ‘Our Lord, Yon have not created this in vain! 
Immaculate are You! Save us from the punishment of the 
Fire. 10 


The noble verses also tell us that we need to be in the state 
of remembrance constandy at all times of die day. God says, 


'U 3 iapte ji' y, SW'3 f-' 


Celebrate the Name of jour Lord morning and evening and 
worship Him for a watch of the night and glorify Him the 
night long 11 

We see the same emphasis on the need for constant remem¬ 
brance when we turn to the noble traditions. In one letter by 
Imam al-Sadiq (a) to his companions he said, 

JJtt oWL- j* icL, ti 4&1 

«oLp oJ>Jj jl 


The Holy Quran, 3:191. 
n The Holy Quran, 76:25*26. 
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Re/// ember God whenever you can in the hours of night and 
day. Surely, God commanded remembrance and He will re¬ 
member any believer who remembers him. Know that God is 
never remembered by any one of his believing servants except 
that He shall remember him well . 12 


• 'S 1 ! -»«» 


In another narration Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

4 0 - 4 * gr^i 4^ Vy u 

ji jLw, 3 j* & o*' 3 ' J* 

jS jp 4>i( Vl o_X>- ^ 


Everything has a limit at which it must end, except for re¬ 
membrance which does not have a limit and end. God Al¬ 
mighty has mandated the obligatory worship, so whoever ful¬ 
fills them has reached their limit\ The month of Ramadan 
[has a limit], so whoever fast during the month reaches its 
limit. The Hajj [also has a limit] so that whomever performs 
the Hajj has reached its limit. The exception is remembrance. 
Surely, God wilt not be content with little of it and has not 
made a limit at which it ends. 

^ ^ 

jfs' aJc- jlS^ <aJJ ^ 

Juilj ^jd Ajca 4^ JiJui 4 jI^ 4x<« 

id U, fK 


>2 Al-Kulayni, al-Kafi, 8:7. 
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[God soys,] X) you who have faith! Remember God with 
frequent remembrance , and glorify Him morning and even¬ 
ing, vi [...] My father was a man of constant remembrance. 

I would walk alongside him and he would remember God. I 
would eat with him and he would remember God. He would 
talk to people , but that would not preoccupy him from remem¬ 
bering God . ]4 

These noble traditions encourage us to remember God at all 
times, and not fall short and become preoccupied. If we wish 
to gain eternal happiness in this world and the next, we must 
take the Holy Household of the Prophet (s) as role models in 
this regard. We must study their lives and see their dedication 
in remembrance of God, and attempt to implement their 
teachings in our lives. 

When to Remember? 

When we go back to the noble traditions, we find that they 
specify some times and situations when remembrance is es¬ 
pecially important. Let us take a small sample of these signif¬ 
icant times of remembrance: 

In Ease and Hardship 

When an individual is at ease — being blessed in every aspect 
of his life and not feeling that he is in need of anything — he 
may tend to forget about his creator. We may forget that die 
origin and sustainer of these blessings is none other than the 
Almighty God. We should never think that the blessings we 
receive are due to our own merit or because we are in some 


n The I Ioly Quran, 33:41-42. 
h Al-Kulayni, al-Kaft, 2:498. 
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way better than others. Rather, we must constantly remind 
ourselves that ail blessings are ultimately gifts from God, for 
which we must always be grateful and thankful. 

On the other hand, poverty and hardship may also lead an 
individual to forget about his Lord. When we face hardship 
in our lives, wc must realize our ultimate need for the Al¬ 
mighty and seek refuge in Him from all the evils of this world. 

We see the importance of remembering God in ease and in 
hardship when we read the noble traditions of our Immacu¬ 
late Imams. Imam al-Jawad (a) narrates that the Holy Prophet 
(s) said, 


ja j£ Aib <uilj Vj S_j3 J*>- V :Jy ja jSiSs 




Whoever is showered with blessings should say, ‘Praise be to 
God, Lord of the nalmsV Whoever is plagued by poverty 
should say, "Then is no power nor might except through God, 
the Most High and Gnat!' Surety, this is a treasure ojpar¬ 
adise and contains the cure to seventy two ailments, the least 
of which is wony . 15 

In Times of Doubt 

We may find ourselves facing some doubts at times about 
God’s attributes and actions. Over time, diese doubts may 
erode an individual’s faith and undermine his acts of worship. 
We must seek refuge in God at these times and do what we 
can to dispel these doubts. 


15 Ai-Sadouq, at-Await , 651. 
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Imam al-Baqir (a) once relayed a relevant story from the time 
of the Holy Prophet (s). He said that some of the believers 
once complained to the Holy Prophet (s) about the miscon¬ 
ceptions being presented to them. They said that they would 
evade diese doubts and would radier face die worst of pun¬ 
ishments radier than speak of them. The Holy Prophet (s) 
said to them, 

\^a\ ojjc Bb < d'lB fl 

4JiL "ill 

By Him who holds my son! in His hands! Thai is surely the 
most manifest faith! Whenever yon come across [such sins] 
say , We believe in God and His Messenger! Sit rely , there is 
no power nor might except thtvngh GodT 6 

In Times of Heedlessness 

The noble traditions speak of a situation that we may go 
through from time to time. Sometimes we may feel that our 
hearts are empty — we feel neither the warmth of faith nor 
the chill of disbelief. At that state, we are heedless of where 
we are and where we are going. This state should not be un¬ 
derestimated, as it could lead to a state of loss, weakness, and 
despair. At that point, we must seek refuge in remembering 
God before our hearts die and can never return to a spiritual 
life. 

The noble traditions mention this state and prescribe remem¬ 
brance as the cure. One day, Abu Osama was accompanying 
Imam al-Sadiq (a). The Imam asked him to read from the 


16 Al'KuJavns, al-Knfi , 2:425. 
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Holy Quran, so he began reciting. Suddenly he began crying 
and said, 


Aib Vj \^COl 4^ab*j\ lj\ b 


.dLsJl Cj\j\3 Je 


O ’ Abu Osama, call your hearts by the remembrance of God 
Almighty. Beware of lethargy, as it comes over the heart at 
limes of doubt ! 7 

In Worldly Matters 

Becoming preoccupied with worldly matters is one of die 
main reasons for an individual becoming heedless of God. 
Generally, this preoccupation weakens an individual's spir¬ 
itual connection. That is why we find at times that individuals 
who are successful in dieir lives — in terms of career, business, 
and wealth — tend to become arrogant and forget about 
God's continued blessings upon them. 

That is why we find many narrations which stress die im¬ 
portance of remembrance at times when our connection to 
this world may be strongest. For example, die narrations 
stress the importance of remembering God when entering a 
market and going shopping. There's also an emphasis on re¬ 
membering God when looking at the mirror and taking care 
of your looks . 18 


17 Al-Kulayni, al-Kaft , 8:167. 

>e For example, sec: Al-‘Amili, Wasn't!aI-Sbia % 4:1177 to the remainder of the vol¬ 
ume. 
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From the above discussion we can see the importance of re¬ 
membering God in any state we may be in. If we think about 
it, we spend most of our lives in the states discussed above. 
We must be with God and cognizant of Him at all times. We 
must insure that these short lives of ours are invested well as 
"the farmland of die Hereafter / 519 Only then can we achieve 
eternal happiness in paradise alongside the prophets, messen¬ 
gers, and righteous servants of God. 

Some of us may think diat as long as we mention God, pray, 
fast, and recite the Holy Quran, we are remembering God. 
All diese actions, with their great benefits, are a part of re¬ 
membrance of God. However, we don’t truly remember him 
through these actions if we perform them mindlessly and 
widiout awareness of dieir true meaning and the true mean¬ 
ing of remembrance. 


To remember God is not just to pray and recite the Holy 
^uran. To remember God is to truly obey Him, seeing Him 
all around and feeling His presence in everything. To remem¬ 
ber Him is to follow His commands and refrain from what 
He has forbidden. As the Holy Prophet (s) said, 


dSgf 

jib ^ 


Whoever obeys God Almighty has sunly nwembered Him, 
even if his prayers , fasting, and ncitation wen little . Whoever 


19 jM-Ili$a*ci, 'Awali al-La’ali, 1:267. 
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disobeys God has surety forgotten Him even if he continuously 
prays, fasts, and mites the Quran . 20 

How much we pray and recite is not the measure of true re¬ 
membrance. Remembrance is to obev God’s even* command 

* * 

and follow His guiding light. We need to cognizant of the 
quality* of our actions and not be preoccupied with quantity. 
As Imam al-Baqir (a) said, 

Jj£* JP 4^ O' -4^ 

yp 4^) ^ ^ LiJ^J A*ij 4Al ^ <*£ 

(jjLr-r- f 'J* jM' ^ ^ r*— ’ 3 > ’** ^ j!> 

T/yre actions are the greatest that a servant may undertake; 
to give justice to a believer even against himself to condole one 
another, and to remember God in evety circumstance — to 
remember God Almighty white endeavoring to sin so that this 
remembrance acts as a detetrence from the intended act of dis¬ 
obedience . This is the meaning of (he word of God, When 
those who are God wary an touched by a visitation of Satan, 

^ 9 

they remember [God] and, behold, they perceive . L 

True remembrance is to remember God when an oppor¬ 
tunity to sin and disobey is presented, such that His remem¬ 
brance drives us away from disobedience. That is remem¬ 
brance that has a true effect on an individual. Otherwise, 
simply reciting and glorifying the names of God without re¬ 
flection cannot be called remembrance; if we think that 


20 Al-Sadouc], Ma'ani at-Akhbar ; 399. 

21 Al-Sadouq, at-KhisaL 131. Citing; The I Tolv Quran, 7:201. 
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mindless worship is adequate remembrance, then we are fool¬ 
ing no one but ourselves. As Imam al-Rida (a) said, 


il Jui Ajlil jlj ^3 JA 


Whoever remembers God but does not prepare to meet him 
has sui'e/y deceived himself . 22 

We ask God Almighty to make us amongst those who truly 
remember and obey Him. 


22 Al-Majlisi, Bibar at.Anwar ,, 75:356. 
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In the Name of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 


* j 


jAj ^LLj Q* l5^:3 


We clid not send any apostle except with the language of bis 
people , so that be /night make [Our messages] dear to them. 
Then God leads astray whomever He wishes , and He guides 
whomsoever He wishes , and He is the A!I-mighty, the All¬ 
wise . 1 


One of the great issues discussed in theology is the so-called 
paradox of free will. Is an individual free to choose his own 
actions despite the existence of any power that can stop him 
from undertaking those decisions? Or are we predestined by 
an external force to act the way we do, such that we have no 
choice in our behaviors? 


1 The Holy Quran, 14:4. 


197 



Spirituality 


Tliis debate has concerned thinkers across various religions 
and philosophies. In terms of Muslim theologians, there are 
three different philosophies presented: 

First, there are diose who believe in complete predestination. 
These thinkers and dieologians believe diat we are all des¬ 
tined to undertake die actions that we do. Any action or be¬ 
havior is thus a manifestation of God’s will, without die in¬ 
volvement of human will or decision making in the process. 
All acts are the acts of God, as He is the creator of all actors 
and all action. 

Second, there is a group of theologians who believe in com¬ 
plete free will. They believe that God created mankind and 
delegated to us die complete authority to make our choices 
and undertake our actions. The action of any individual is his 
alone, without the involvement of divine will anywhere in die 
process. 

The final group believes in a combination of human free will 
and divine predestination. This is the belief adopted by Sliia 
scholars in accordance widi the traditions of the Progeny of 
the Holy Prophet (s). As Imam al-Sadiq (a) said, 

There is no [complete] predestination and no [complete] dele¬ 
gation [he.jne will]. Rather, it is a matter between the two . 2 

This is an issue of great debate amongst Muslim theologians 
and thinkers, currendy and historically. We do not wish to 
debate the issue now and detail the philosophical and theo¬ 
logical evidence in support of the third view. We simply lay 

2 Al-Kulayni, al-Kafi, 1:160. 
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out these opinions in order to make the point that this issue 
plays a significant role in formulating an individual’s world 
view. The view that we adopt affects many other aspects of 
our lives — it can impact our view of the importance or wor¬ 
ship, the role of ethics, and the significance of jurisprudence, 
to name just a few points. 

One of the important issues in Islamic theology - and one 
with great relevance to the paradox of free will and predesti¬ 
nation — is the issue of divine guidance. Does God guide 
whomever He wishes and misguide others? Does He select 
who will receive the divine light of His guidance and who will 
remain in the shadows of deviance? 


Guidance from God 


When we turn to the Holy Quran, we see it clearly states that 
both guidance and misguidance are from God. The verse we 
see at the beginning of this chapter. God also says, 


iLii Ja if 0^3 ^3 ^ ^ ib 





Had God wished ' He wok Id have made you one community , 
but He leads astray whomever He wishes and guides whom¬ 
ever He wishes , and you will surely be questioned concerning 
what you used to do . 3 

God also says. 


J Thc Holy Quran, 16:93. 
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$ Tli 4 Ji ^3 m ji ill' 56 


Indeed God leads astray whomever He wishes, and guides 
whomever He wishes . J0 do not fret yourself to death regret- 
tingfor them. Indeed God knows best what they do . 4 


There are numerous other verses which hold a similar mean¬ 
ing. We see diat whoever adopted die belief of predestination 
used these verses as evidence of his claims. They say that God 
created all creatures and has full ownership and authority 
over them all. He has complete authority to do with them 
whatever He pleases. As God says in the Holy Quran, 


5/14 a* & ’ M 1 


He is not questioned concerning what He does, but they an 
questioned . 5 

He guides and misguides as He wishes. He chooses to guide 
some people towards eternal paradise and to misguide odiers 
toward hellfire. 


Many Muslim scholars and thinkers disagree with the above 
stated explanation of these verses. They provide the follow¬ 
ing evidence in support of their views: 

First, we cannot read these verses and use them as evidence 
in support of a worldview without reading the Holy Quran in 
its totality. We must read the remainder of God’s Book and 
see if it allows for the purported idea. We must read and take 
into consideration verses like the following, 


■* The Holy Quran, 35:8. 

5 The I loly Quran, 21:23. 

200 



Guidance and Misguidance 


j } ^3 ^ CP 3 ^3 Ufo l5^*' 

* 

M p , *■ '•• ' s x_ ; \' * I" - ^ V-* f x ' ■ l- 

Oil^ 8 ^ ~5 JJJ °JJ J 

Whoever is guided is guided only for [the good of] his own 
soul, and whoever goes astray , goes astray only to its detri¬ 
ment. No beater shall bear another’s burden . 6 7 

This verse and a number of others clearly state that guidance 
and misguidance is to be attributed to mankind and not to 
God. 

Second, when we study the Holy Quran, we find diat its 
verses can be divided into two categories — definitive and 
metaphorical. One verse clearly states tliis fact, 


y\£)\ f' If ot&j otf ii, ol£ i\ 3y\ J> 

*Ui\ ii. U £3 J j, J\ lib 


// /r He who has sent down to yon the Book. Parts of it ate 
definitive verseSy which ate the mother of the Book y while oth¬ 
ers ate metaphorical. As for those in whose hearts is deviance , 
they pursue what is metaphorical in it, courting temptatiotiy 
and seeking its inteipietationJ 

There is no doubt that the verses attributing guidance and 
misguidance to God are of the metaphorical verses. As we 
will see in the remainder of this chapter, this attribution could 


6 Hie Holy Quran, 17:15. 

7 The Holy Quran, 3:7. 
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have numerous meanings. We must turn back to the defini¬ 
tive verses which have a beating on the issue, such us the 
verses indicating His divine wisdom and justice. 


We cannot accept any description of our Creator which 
paints Him as capricious or oppressive. He is sublime above 
any such fault or shortcoming. That is why we see God de¬ 
scribing to us His wisdom in the very same verses where He 
attributes to Himself guidance and misguidance. He does this 
in order to remind us before our thoughts carry us to think 
ill of Him. He says, 




God leads astray whomever He wishes , and He guides whom¬ 
soever He wishes, and He is the All-mighty, the AH-wise. s 


In the verse, He reminds us of His wisdom, which is incom¬ 
patible with a random selection of who to save and who to 
misguide. 

T n another verse, He says, 



He leads astray whomever He wishes and guides whomever 
He wishes, and you will surely be questioned concerning what 
you used to do , 8 9 

We will be questioned for our choices and punished or re¬ 
warded based on them. This is a testament to His justice 
which is incompatible with the claim of predetermination. 


8 The I loly Quran, 14:4. 

9 The Holy Quran, 16:93. 
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A careful reader of the verses will thus see that they do not 
fully support the alleged claim of predestination. We must 
therefore try to find the correct meaning of these verses by 
better understanding the issue of divine guidance. 


What is Guidance? 


Looking back at the linguistic meaning of guidance can be 
helpful at this point. Oxford Dictionary defines guidance as 
“advice or informadon aimed at resolving a problem or diffi¬ 
culty, especially as given by someone in authority . 5,10 Guid¬ 
ance can thus be described as showing someone the path or 
taking him towards it. Similar meaning is found in the Arab 
equivalent of guidance found in the mentioned verses. 

When we look at guidance in die Holy Quran, we also see a 
number of different meanings for the word. 


First, we see there is a form of formative guidance, such as 
guidance of every creature towards its perfection for which it 
was created. This form of guidance is not just for every hu¬ 
man being, but for every single one of His creations. He says 
in the Holy Quran, 




Our Lord is He who gave everything its creation and then 
guided itJ* 

He also says, 


10 Oxford Dictionaries^ s.ik “Guidance.” 

11 '[Tie Holy Quran, 20:50. 
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jjj i ' f J^' ty) C“ y ^r“ 


Celebrate the Name of your Lord, the Most Exalted, who 

I 

created and proportioned , who determined and guided. 


In other words, God creates every one of His creatures with 
whatever that creature needs to reach its highest potential. 
Divine guidance can thus be seen in the ability for bees to 
build hives out of wax and make honey out of nectar. God 
gives this as an example in the Holy Quran when He says, 



Your Lord inspired the bee [saying]: 'Make jour horn in 
the mountains, and on the trees and the trellises that they 
erect. Then eat ftvm evety [kind off fruit and follow meekly 
the ways of your Lord\ 9 The/e issues ftvm its belly a juice of 
diverse hues, in which then is a cure for the people. There is 
indeed a sign in that for a people who reflect . 0 

The ability of a small embryo in a woman’s womb to form 
into a fully grown human baby is also a form of divine guid¬ 
ance. These examples and others portray the formative guid¬ 
ance which God grants to every one of His creatures. 


12 The I loly Quran, 87:1-3. 
n The Holy Quran, 16:68*69. 
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We can see that formative guidance is a divine blessing to 
every creature, albeit it differs from one to another. When it 
comes to humankind, God gave us the intellect which allows 
us to reach our highest levels of excellence. In that vein, we 
see the verses of the Holy Quran often reminding us to think, 
ponder, and contemplate. 


Second, God has given us — humankind — a form of guidance 
suited to our moral agency. God outlined for us everything 
that may bring us closer to eternal happiness and further away 
from desolation. He provided this guidance through messen¬ 
gers, prophets, Imams, and scholars — all of whom fall within 
the line of God's legislative guidance which God mentioned 
in the verse, 




iijj\ iyj %'j teLy uL-j' jiJ 


Certainly We sent Our apostles with manifest proofs, and 
We senl down with them the Book and the Balance, so that 
mankind may maintain justice. N 


God Almighty also said, 




: . 1 = * 


• * 


1 


- »^ M 
s-ij * 


f 


vssii jju'S 


This is the Book, there is no doubt in it, a guidance to the 
Godwaty. h 

In another verse God says, 


14 The Holy Quran, 57:25. 

15 The Holy Quran, 2:2. 
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V oi f$\ iJbB ^ t as hLj‘ U3 



1P> did not send [any apostles] before yon except as wen to 
whom We revealed. Ask the People of the Reminder if yon 
do not knowJ 6 


This legislative guidance was sent to all of mankind and not 
to some people over others. Still, there are two steps for an 
individual to receive this guidance. The first step took place 
when God sent messengers and revealed scriptures in order 
to guide us. The second step is for us to follow the guidance 
which God sent. God told our Holy Prophet in one verse, 
“Indeed, you guide to a straight path /’ 17 


God also commanded us to follow those guides. God says, 



0you who have faith! Obey God and obey the Apostle and 
those vested with authority amongyou. 18 


He also says, 

^ Sr ^ ^ ^ 'S 

yJi *} &j\ jfc U 3 c ^ ^ 


Say, 1 Obey God\ and obey the Apostle. 'But if you turn your 
backs, [you should know that] he is only responsible for his 
burden and you are responsible for your own burden, a fid if 


16 The Holy Quran, 21:7. 

17 The Holy Quran, 42:52. 
is The Holy Quran, 4:59. 
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you obey him,you will be guided, and the Apostle's duty is 
only to communicate in dear terms. 19 

This form of guidance, being sent to all mankind without 
preference, is also unproblematic and does not raise the issue 
of predestination. 


Finally, there may be a form of guidance which we can label 
as special guidance. God may bless some individuals by guid¬ 
ing them to greater and greater levels of proximity to Him 
after they made full use of His formative and legislative guid¬ 
ance. God mentions this guidance in a number of verses. He 
says. 



4 ^'3 iUi ji -J1V 51 


Indeed God leads astray whomever He wishes, and guides to 
Himself those who turn penitently [to Himjr 


In another verse He says, 




^3 kJ 


As for those who strive in Us, We shall surely guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous. 21 


God also speaks of some of His righteous servants saying, 

\y& 51 ^ jj ^ ^ ^ *4*- 1 

15J bii ja ipi f bij 


19 The I-Ioly Quran, 24:54. 

20 The r lolv Quran, 13:27. 

21 The Holy Quran, 29:69. 
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They wen indeed youths who had faith in their Lord, and 
We had enhanced them in guidance, and jollified their heatls, 
when they stood up and said, ‘Our Lord is the Lord of the 
heavens and the eailh. We will never invoke any god besides 
Him, for then we shall cetlainly have said an ativcious He . e2 

We see that die verses which speak of God guiding some in¬ 
dividuals and not others are actually speaking of this form of 
guidance. In other words, God’s special guidance is reserved 
for diose who made full use of the other forms of guidance 
which He provided. 

This form of guidance is also unproblematic. It does not raise 
the problem of predestination because neither guidance nor 
misguidance is predetermined. Radier, this guidance is a 
blessing granted to diose who utilized their free will and 
moral agency in worship and obedience to Him. This form 
of guidance does not contradict God’s justice or wisdom as 
it is not given without reason. God only grants it to those 
who earned it by their choices and their following of His 
formative and legislative guidance. 

Similarly, God does not randomly or unjusdy misguide his 
creation. As we said, God has granted His formative and leg¬ 
islative guidance to all widiout exception. The verses which 
refer to misguidance are also references to the special guid¬ 
ance which God grants only to those who work to earn in. 
When some verses mention that God misguides some peo¬ 
ple, they mean that He excludes them from His special guid¬ 
ance. 


22 The I loly Quran, 18:13-14. 
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When \vc read the verses that speak of misguidance, we find 
that this exclusion is also tied to a reason rooted in the indi¬ 
vidual's actions and choices. God says, 

* 1 


U ilil 3^3 iiS' ^3 


God leads astray the wrongdoers , and God does whatever He 
wishes. 23 


God also says. 


££) V 3 $ ^ 51 


Indeed those who an faithless and do wrong , r/W/ 

forgive them , nor shall He guide them to any way: 


In a third verse God says, 

j>p ^ v fr} 'M id* 


So when they swerved [from the right pafh] y God made their 
hearts swerve , and God does not guide the transgressing lot. 2> 

There are other similar verses that speak of God misguiding 
the wretched among His creation, and clearly indicating that 
it is not out of caprice or transgression on His part. The 
theme in all these verses is that special guidance and misguid¬ 
ance are earned through the actions and choices of an indi¬ 
vidual. 

Therefore, it should be clear that these multiple layers of 
guidance — the formative, legislative, and special — are all part 
of a singular truth of divine guidance. All creatures were 


2V ITic Holy Quran, 14:27. 
24 The I lolv Quran, 4:168. 
» The Holy Quran, 61:5. 
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blessed with formative guidance which brings them closer to 
excellence in the purpose for which they were created. For 
mankind, this means guidance through intellect and the vari¬ 
ous odier faculties which God has granted us. 

God also blessed us with legislative guidance by means of His 
messengers, prophets, and chosen servants. He outlined for 
us a clear path through which we can make the choice to 
grow closer in proximity to Him. Whoever utilizes these two 
forms of guidance to the fullest will be blessed with the third 
layer of guidance which God reserved for his selected serv¬ 
ants. As for those who do not follow the first two layers of 
guidance which God granted, they will be excluded from this 
diixd layer. That is the meaning of misguidance as mentioned 
in the verses of the Holy Quran. 


In one narration, Imam al-Sadiq (a) explained to us in details 
the process of guidance. He said, 


jy 0* 3 ^ ^ j! 

j eSc \ JUu Sf KLo 

y) t IjiW. 4j 

Wj»- l £uSs> OjX^> aLoj j' ^ J*} 

3 jL3L ^ aj - ^ 


Surely, if God Almighty wishes well for a servant, He would 
pelt in his heart a pellet of light, open his ears and heart, and 
appoint for him an angel to support him . If He wishes ill for 
a servant, He would pelt in his heart a black pellet, close his 
ears and heart, and appoint for him a daemon to misguide 
him . [God Almighty says,] Whomever God desins to guide, 
He opens his breast to Islam, and whomever He desins to 
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lead astray. He makes his breast nanvw and straitened as if 
he were climbing to a height\ Thus does God lay [spiritual] 
defilement on those who do not have faith . 


The Reasons for Guidance 


Guidance and misguidance are not predestined and imposed 
upon us by God. They are rather based on our own choices 
and willingness to seek and earn His guidance. This is clear 
in some of the verses of the Holy Quran. These verses in¬ 
clude: 



mji 61 


Indeed God leads astray whomever He wishes, and guides to 
Himself those who turn penitently [to Him]. 27 





Sis for those who strive in Us, W? shall surely guide them in 

7 j 

Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuous . 



yls for those who ate [rightly]guided, He enhances theirguid- 
a nee and invests them with their Godwa/iness.’ 


(J! okiyt If f&Jkj Jr-- 1 



20 Al-Ku!ayni, at-Kafi, 1:166. Citing: The Holy Quran, 6:125. 

27 The Holy Quran, 13:27. 

28 The Holy Quran, 29:69. 

29 The Holy Quran, 47:17. 
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With it God guides those whofollow [the course of] His pleas - 
une to the ways of peace , and brings them out fv/n darkness 
into light by His will, and guides them to a straight path™ 


We can therefore achieve guidance by turning penitently to 
God and striving in His way. On the other hand, there are 
clear verses which mention how some people fail into mis¬ 
guidance, including: 


^ V illtj 


God does not guide the wtvngdoing lot. 


31 




God does not guide the faithless lotd 2 




Indeed God does not guide someone who is a liar and an 
ingrate. 


i "• S' i ^ t > 

v_ 1 '*0 j-j*a yt> ye» 


kSH 


Villi 


SI 


Indeed Allah does not guide someone who is a transgressor 
and Hard 4 

It should thus be clear that misguidance is only earned when 
an individual transgresses against the boundaries that God 
drew for us and guided us towards. 


30 The Holy Quran, 5:16. 

3t The Holy Quran, 2:258. 

32 The Holy Quran, 2:264. 

33 The Holy Quran, 39:3. 
M The Holy Quran, 40:28. 
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So how do we achieve guidance and avoid misguidance? The 
answer should be clear by now. Anyone who wishes to re¬ 
ceive God's special guidance should work to earn it by fol¬ 
lowing the odier types of guidance which are already at his 
hands. We must first follow the formative guidance which 
God granted us in order to listen to His words and believe in 
them. We must then follow His legislative guidance by obey¬ 
ing His commands and devoting ourselves to Him. Only then 
will we be eligible to receive the grace of His selective guid¬ 


ance. 




Ill Outcomes 


In the Nam of God, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 




$ If. ’f&t J f 









Ask the Children of Israel how many a manifest sign We 
had given them. Whoever changes God's blessing after it has 
come to him , indeed God is severe in retribution. f 

We discussed in the previous chapter the nature of guidance 
and how we may be able to earn it. If we read some of the 
parables in the Holy Quran and look at some of the examples 
we see in our lives, we find that there are people who strive 
to earn guidance but then somehow end up losing it. 

We find that the Holy Quran and die blessed narrations em¬ 
phasize diat no one is immune to losing the blessing of guid¬ 
ance. In other words, once a level of spirituality and closeness 
to God is achieved, riiere is still much work involved in main¬ 
taining it. 


‘The Holy Quran, 2:211. 
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An example of how this great blessing can be lost is provided 
throughout die Holy Quran in the story of Satan. Our narra¬ 
tions tell us diat before becoming the vile and damned crea¬ 
ture that he would become, Satan was one of God's closest 
worshipers. Imam Ali (a) explained how and why Satan lost 
that status; 


jf\ jjjii V t iL^ vjVl SL-u xf jk3 

•• * 

J 4 i 


Y™ should take a lesson fvm what God did with Satan! 
He nullified his gnat acts and extensive efforts on account of 
the vanity of one moment\ although Satan had worshipped 
God for six thousandyears — whether that is by the mkoning 
of this world or of the next world is not known . Who now 
can remain safe from God after Satan by committing a sim¬ 
ilar disobedience? 


ifcli tjU *» [fs &J1 j&l jlTU 

553 65 ^3 5*' l 3 5l 

• 6 ^^' ^ ( 45 ^ 


None at alL God, the Glorified, would not let a human being 
enter Paradise if he does the same thing for which God turned 
outfrom it an angel His commandfor the inhabitants of the 
heavens and the earth is the same . There is no friendship be¬ 
tween God and any of His creatures so as to give him license 
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for aforbidden thing which He has held unlawful for all cre¬ 
ationr 


The relationship with God is governed by die criteria that He 
set, without any favor given to any individual. Even our Holy 
Prophet (s) would have fallen from his great status as the 
most beloved of God’s creation had he disobeyed any of 
God’s commands. That is why God speaks to die Prophet (s) 
and the believers in the Holy Quran, saying, 


<ikU ^ a , 

' Jill 


Certainly it has been revealed to yon and to those [who have 
been] before yon: If yon ascribe a partner to Godyonr works 
shallfail and yon shall surely be among the losersf 

God knows diat the Holy Prophet (s) or any of His other 
Immaculate servants would not disobey Him or transgress in 
any way. However, He makes such statements to show all His 
creatures diat no matter how much they excel, they are not 
immune from falling into deviance and reaping ill conse¬ 
quences. 


The Reasons for III Outcomes 

There are many reasons why a person may fall out of guid¬ 
ance into misguidance and reach an ill outcome in his or her 
life. We will list a few of the important dungs that we should 
look out for, but on a general level we should always live our 
lives in conscious awareness that we may at some point slip 


2 A I-Kadi, Nahj ol-bahghiK 2:139, Sermon 192. 

3 The I loly Quran, 39:65. 
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up. We need to be aware that whatever level of spirituality we 
attain is not guaranteed for us, but that we must continue to 
work in order to maintain our standing and reach higher lev¬ 
els. To diat effect, the Holy Prophet (s) said, 

A believer will sunly remain in fear of ill outcomes uncertain 
that he has pleased God's until it is time for the departing of 
his sou! and the appearance of the angel of death . 4 

That being said, the Holy Quran and blessed narrations have 
pointed out for us a number of factors which may lead to ill 
outcomes. They include the following: 

Insincerity 

There are many people that go about living their lives in this 
world with duplicity and hypocrisy. They put on a show for 
everyone around them, persuading their friends and associ¬ 
ates that they are the best of people. But in reality, these in¬ 
dividuals may harbor the most wretched of thoughts and 
commit the greatest of sins. These individuals may be able to 
fool the people around them, but they can never fool the 
Omniscient Lord who sees the most secret of their acdons 
and hears the deepest of their thoughts. 

Even if a person keeps his actions secret, the consequences 
of these actions will manifest in the individual. Imam al-Sadiq 
(a) once recited this verse to a companion, 


4 Al-Majlisi. Bifyar at Anwar, 68:366. 
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JS 

Indeed, man is a witness to himself . 5 
He explained the verse and said, 

t<ULo ^ju Lo jJCLau L» 

br* ^ be®" jl ^ d JV^ O* ^ 


•> V 


IT”Ay would an individual show to people the opposite of what 
God knows of him? Surely, the Messenger of God (s) used to 
say, Whoever keeps [bis actions] secret, God will endow him 
with their effects - goodfor good and illfor i/L 6 

Such individuals were not amongst the pious in die first place. 
Their duplicity allowed them to show a face to odiers that 
was not what they really are. When such individuals continue 
in their deviance, God unmasks diem in this world and read 
ies for them an appropriate punishment in the hereafter. 

We must look at ourselves and ask ourselves if we are of these 
people. Do we put on a show of spirituality while we are in 
fact far away from real piety? Each one of us must look into 
his own thoughts and beliefs and see if this applies to him. 

The most important thing is to always be trudiful with God. 
He knows any secret that we may try to keep. We know that 
we have faults and shortcomings. We must not try to hide 
them from God and train our conscience to ignore diem. We 
must turn penitently to Him and confide in Him what we 


* The Holv Quran, 75:14. 

6 AI-‘Amili, Want'da!-Sbut, 1:38. 
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cannot reveal to others. We must seek His support to over¬ 
come our shortcomings. Imam Ali (a) said, 


c ik' o\j& o jJ 'fff ^3 45j 

ii> U iiil i\ff j&\ £jC>j &.\ 


Whoever set right his inward self, God sets tight his outward 
self. Whoever acts for his w/igion, God will suffice him in the 
matters of this world. Whoever peifects his dealings between 
himself and God, God will suffice him in his dealings between 
him and other people . 7 


Misconceptions 


It is hard for Satan and the whispers of desire to lure into 
deviance an individual who has devoted his life to worship 
and spirituality. When a person reaches such a high level, his 
test becomes one of belief. Satan attempts to eat at the core 
of an individual’s creed in order to demolish everything that 
the individual built. As we are reminded in the Holy Quran, 
Satan exclaims to God, 



I will surely He in waitfor them on Your straight path. Then 
I will come at them from their font andfrom their rear, and 
from (heir right and their left, and You will not find most of 
them to be grateful . 8 


7 Al-ttadi, Nahj al-bnlagha, 4:99, Saying 423. 
a The Holy Quran, 7:16,17. 
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Tliis is why we see some individuals, currendy and histori¬ 
cally, who may seem to have devoted themselves to the ser¬ 
vice of God, but are in fact a force of corrupdon in die land 
due to a misconception diat diey could not properly resolve. 
The best historical example for such a group is the Kharijites 
who emerged during the time of Imam Ali (a ). 9 

To summarize the anecdote of the Kharijites, they were a 
group that opposed Imam Ali (a) because he agreed to their 
demands and appointed an arbitrator between him and 
Muawiya. When they realized that their initial demand was 
misguided, they accused Imam Ali (a) of apostasy and con¬ 
tinued to wage several batdes against him, ultimately succeed¬ 
ing in assassinating our beloved Imam (a). 

If we look at the historical accounts of who the Kharijites 
were, we find them to be some of the most spiritual Muslims 
of their time. They lived in constant devotion and prayer, 
with marks stamped on their foreheads out of their pro¬ 
longed prostration. Yet because their faith was weak, a mis¬ 
conception was able to steer them off the path and make 
them amongst the most infamous deviants of Islamic history. 
They thought that their wretched actions were sanctioned by 
Islam and they committed their crimes in die name of the 
religion. They were indeed amongst die deviants whom God 
addressed in die verse, 


9 The Kharijites were a group of Muslims who believed that both Imam Ali (a) 
and Muawiya should be removed because they went against established tradition 
when they appointed arbiters to decide their dispute after the Battle of Stffin. The 
Kharijites amassed an army and prepared to attack Imam Ali (a). Although Imam 
Ali (a) was victorious against the Kharijitc army in the Battle of Nahrawan, the 
remnants of the Kharijites would continue to cause trouble and would ultimately 
succeed in assassinating Imam Ali (a). -LMs. 
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^ \ • i.^1 \£J> jif\ j f : *'m4 : Ui^Jl 


Say, Shall we inform you who an the biggest losers in their 
works? Those whose efforts an misguided in the life oj the 
world, while they suppose they an doing good. fl ° 

The moral of the story is that even the most pious of wor¬ 
shippers can fall into misguidance if he is not well rooted in 
his knowledge and faith. 

Self-interest 

Self-interest doubdessly plays a large role in die deviance of 
many. Vices such as jealousy, greed, and vanity were always 
amongst the most corrupting, whether the individual is a pi¬ 
ous Muslim or not They also play a significant role in cor¬ 
rupting a believer who was once guided but falls to the vile¬ 
ness of his own base desires. 


Relevant anecdotes can be seen in the stories of some of the 
followers of our Immaculate Imams (a) who corrupted their 
faith by their self-interest. One such individual was known as 
Muhammad ibn Ali al-Shalmaghani who was a confidant and 
messenger between the representatives of Imam Mahdi (a) 
during the Minor Occultadon and the rest of the Shia. But 
despite his high status, al-Shalmaghani became envious and 
began to fabricate lies in order to boost his own status as op¬ 
posed to the real representative appointed by die Imam (a). 
He became so corrupt that Imam Mahdi (a) signed a letter 
informing the Shia of his deviance, saying, 


The Holy Quran, 18:103-04. 
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3^ 3^1 *** ^ — (jiiAiii cj^yiU j^- ^ x?- jj 

3 ^ 3 ^-* ^ 31 ^ jj 3 ^ 

• i>• 4JJI — p^lf' — ^ 


Muhammad ibn AH, known as al-Sbalmaghani ... /wr 
claimed thal with which he has denied the Cnator ; Glorious 
and Majestic , and has fabricated lies and fallacies .. * I^V /r- 
pudiate him in font of God and His Messenger (s). ... n 


Even an individual who was so close to the Imams (a) and 
had lived in their presence and heard their words could turn 
on them and become corrupted by his desires. The Holy 
Quran speaks to us of such individuals and says, 



Relate to them an account of him to whom We gave Our 
signs, but he cast them off. Then upon Satan pursued him, 
and he became one of the pemrse . Had We wished, We 
would have surely raised him by their means, but he dung to 
the earth and followed his [base] desires. ~ 

Falling into Sin 

The most important factor of an individual’s salvation in the 
hereafter is his faith in God. Through adhering to the correct 
creed, we can insure our eternal happiness and bliss. Along¬ 
side our faith, our actions and deeds are another factor that 


11 AI-Tabrasi, al-lbfijaj ‘ 2:290. 

12 The Holy Quran, 7:175-76. 
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plays an important role in this journey. The relationship be¬ 
tween faith and action is like the relationship of a valuable 
gemstone and a protective case. We need to safeguard the 
gem and make sure it is not damaged. The case allows us to 
ensure that we do not lose or damage it. 


Even an individual who has full certainty in his faith and a 
great understanding of his creed can find himself corrupted 
if he falls into sin. Transgression against the boundaries that 
God drew for us can actually lead to us rejecting the faith that 
we once had. God draws to us the parable of such an indi¬ 
vidual when He says in the Holy Quran, 






* ■ 


j yj'r^ 


Then the fate of those who committed misdeeds was that they 
denied the signs of God and they used to deride them . 15 

Imam al-Baqir (a) also has a beautiful narration in this regard. 
He said, 


j Lb bis * *Lu> y\ jup ja U 

J dJtli jls 

Ji gv- { upy' J' 2 "- dAU 

U (Js j\j J) W Jf m 

(o 



Every servant has a light spot in his heart. Whenever he 
transgresses with a sin , a dark spot will emerge out of the 


U The Holy Quran, 30:10. 
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light spot. If he repents, that darkness will recede . If he con¬ 
tinues to transgress with sin, the darkness will expand until 
it covers the light. Once the light has been covered, the indi¬ 
vidual wilt never turn back . That is the word of God Al¬ 
mighty, "No, that is not the case! Rather, their hearts have 
been sullied by what they have been earning. * 4 


Preventing III Outcomes 


After addressing some of the reasons why an individual may 
and become misguided after a life of piety and devotion, we 
should now turn to some of the means by which we can pro¬ 
tect ourselves from ill outcomes. 

Reliance on God 


In order for a person to safeguard himself from ill outcomes 
and maintain his piety and rectitude, he must always live in a 
state of awareness of his need for God. We must always un¬ 
derstand that God is the giver of everything, and that without 
Him we have nothing. So we must put our trust in Him that 
He will continue to give, sustain, bless, and guide us in all our 
affairs. If we can realize the importance of this aspect of our 
being, we can safeguard ourselves from deviating away from 
God’s straight path. God says, 


fib ill' 'Jygi 

\-ia5 




• A 


icr* 


u Al-Majlisi, Bibar at-Anwar^ 70:332. Citing: I he I loly Quran, 83:14. 
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Whoever puts his trust in GodHe mil suffice him . Indeed 
God canies though His commands . Certainty, God has or¬ 
dained a measure [and extent] for everything . 15 


We must also realize that our need for God is not just a ma¬ 
terial thing. We need Him to support us in our journey to* 
ward Him. We need Him to continue to bless us with the 
right beliefs and to help us make die right choices. This is 
why our Immaculate Imams (a) continuously emphasized the 
importance of feeling this state of need towards God. As 
Imam Ali (a) said, 





If you wish that God safeguard you from ill outcomes, know 
that any good that you may do is by the grace and blessing of 
God. Whatever evil you may undertake, then it is by God's 
indulgence and reprieve and by His forbearance and for¬ 
giveness towards you . 16 

Even when we are in disobedience to God, we must continue 
to feel our need for Him. We must realize riiat no matter what 
we do and how we transgress, it is He who keeps on sustain¬ 
ing us and granting us die very breath that we take. No matter 
how much we transgress, we cannot overpower or escape 
Him. Any sin that we commit is by His patience towards us, 
always giving us a chance to right the wrongs that we do. Any 


i* The Holy Quran, 65:3. 

16 Al-Majlisi, Bihar at-An war, 67:392. 
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righteous deed that we undertake is by His power and bless¬ 
ing, without which we would continue to behave like any 
other wretch. 

Using Reason 

God granted us reason and disdnguished us with it over all 
other creatures. Through reason, we can reach the highest 
levels of our excellence. By ignoring our reason and acting 
based on our passions, jealousies, and desires, we stoop to a 
level lower than wild beasts. This is why we find many 
Quranic verses and noble traditions emphasizing the im¬ 
portance of using reason and safeguarding it as a tool to reach 
closer towards God. 

We see many historical examples of people who let go of their 
reason and followed their passions to the edge of a cliff and 
into the pits of damnation. One such group were the fanatics 
that lived during the time of Imam Ali (a) and who believed 
him to be a god. Their love for him clouded their minds and 
they could not think clearly about his role. After all, was he 
not a servant of God who devoted his entire life to Him? Was 
he not a pupil of God’s Messenger (s)? Is God who created 
these individuals and endowed them with such attributed not 
greater than His creation? 

The answers may seem clear to us, but an individual who 
abandons reason will not see them so clearly. We give this 
example to draw a point and reflect on our own lives and 
frames of mind. We may not be fanatics of Imam Ali (a) who 
ascribe him as a partner to God, but do we let our reverence 
for some individuals in our lives get in die way of our reason? 
Do we revere a friend, family member, or role model so much 
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as to have that undue reverence cloud our intellect? These are 
points to ponder on. 


We must not allow ourselves to look at other fallible human 
beings like us as the standard by which we measure tilings. 
This is a trend that God warned of in the Holy Quran, and 
we must take it seriously and insure that it does not get in the 
way of our journey towards God. God says, 



They have taken their scribes and their monks as lords be¬ 
sides God\ and also Christ, May's son; though they wen 
commanded to worship only the One God, then is no god 
except Him; He is far too immaculate to have any partners 
that they ascribe [to Him] f 7 

Our narrations expound on this verse and explain to us how 
some people took the scribes of their time as gods. The peo¬ 
ple of those times did not consciously worship these scribes, 
but they listened to their teachings as opposed to what God 
had laid out for them in die scripture. Imam al-Sadiq (a) says, 

11 ioLp ^Lo 

V ^ \a\ pi \fsf\ 

•vJ 


17 The Holy Quran, 9:31. 
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By God, they [the scribes] did not cal! the people to worship 
them, and if they had done so the people would not have an¬ 
swered their calls . Rather, they pennitted for them what is 
forbidden and forbade what is pennitted, such that they began 
to worship them unwittinglyI s 

We must not let such individuals stand in die way of our rea¬ 
son and cloud our judgment. We should look at the principles 
and teachings of our faith, and use these teachings as the 
standard. This is what our Imams (a) taught us to do rather 
than follow others based on whimsy. Imam Ali (a) said, 

Tn/th is not known through people . Know the truth and you 
shall know the truthfulf 9 

Our intellect is therefore a safeguard for us from following 
deviance and allows us to avoid ill outcomes. This may be 
what Imam al-Sadiq (a) meant when he said, 

Whoever makes use of his intellect God will make Paradise 
his final destination —God willing . 20 

Observing Religious Doctrine 

Each one of us is accountable for all his actions, no matter 
how small. God says, 


18 Al-Huwaizi, Tafsetr Noor at-Thaqatayn, 2:209. 

19 Ibn Ta\vus, Al-Taraty 136. 

20 A 1-Majl isi, Bihar at-Anwar , 1:91. 


229 


Spirituality 



Indeed hearing, eyesight, and the heart — all of these are ac¬ 
countable . 21 

We must make sure that any action that we take is justified in 
the eyes of God. That is why we must always be aware and 
keep in mind the boundaries that God drew for us through 
the prescriptions of Halal and Hara/n. He delivered those pre¬ 
scriptions to us through the Holy Prophet Muhammad (s), 
who is the perfect guide and role model for us on this jour¬ 
ney. After the Holy Prophet (s), we follow his Immaculate 
Progeny (a) which taught us the details of our faith in both 
their words and their actions. 

After the Immaculate Imams fa), and during the rime of the 
Occultarion of our Twelfth Imam (a), we must continue to 
learn about and understand these teachings that God com¬ 
manded us to stick by. So we must seek those who the Imams 
(a) appointed as their representatives when their followers 
could not reach them. Historically, these representatives were 
the ones who studied and taught the narrations of the Holy 
Household (a). In contemporary terms, it means that we must 
follow the scholars of the seminary, especially the most 
learned amongst them who is best suited to lead us in this 
journey of ours. This is why so much emphasis is placed on 
the issue of marjaeya and why it is so important to choose a 
waija in accordance with die correct guidelines and standards. 


21 The Holy Quran, 17:36. 
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We cannot simply choose to follow whoever our parents fol¬ 
low, or to follow someone because he speaks my language or 
is from the same ethnic background. These are irrational 
standards that do not have any bearing on whether this indi¬ 
vidual is most suited to lead us on our journey toward God. 
We cannot follow our passions in this regard, but must look 
to the religious rulings which outline the correct method of 
choosing an individual to follow. 

We must turn back to ourselves and double-check our ac¬ 
tions and our intent not just in this issue, but in every issue. 
We must make sure that we are acting out of a sincere inten¬ 
tion of seeking closeness to God, and not just as a form of 
duplicity and hypocrisy. We must make sure that we hold the 
correct beliefs as taught to us by our Immaculate Imams (a) 
and that we do not have any misconceptions or misgivings 
about our faith. We must make sure that we are not following 
our own self-interest and desires, as that will only lead us 
down the path of deviance. 

We must observe the teachings of our religion and use reason 
in making the best choices for ourselves and our hereafter. 
We must realize our complete need of God, who is the giver 
and sustainer of all things. 

Through all this, we can avoid the ill outcome of misguidance 
after having put time and effort into seeking closeness to our 
Lord. We pray to God to support us on this journey and help 
us reach our ultimate goal. 
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In the Name of Cod, the Most Beneficent, the Most Merciful 

'jA 3-^1' 3* JAl’S c CJl jjl o'jCJL ILa-ji 


T/jw //j0j? who/?/ We chose Jivm Our servants 

heirs to the Book. Yet some of them an those who wrong 
themselves , and some of them an average, and some of them 
an those who take the lead in all the good works by God's 
will That is the gnatest grace [of God] f 

God created mankind with two particular dimensions — the 
physical and the spiritual. The physical dimension is one that 
we share with the beasts and much of creation. In terms of 
reaching our excellence as human beings, the physical dimen¬ 
sion does not play a large role. One individual may be more 
fit and athletic, excelling in the physical aspects of life. But 
that does not grant him any form of superiority over others. 
The true measure of excellence among mankind is in terms 


1 The I Foly Quran, 35:32. 
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of die spiritual dimension of their lives. That is why we see 
diat die best of creation — the Holy Prophet (s) — and the 
worst of creation — people such as Abu Lahab — both have 
physical bodies which are similar in many respects. But when 
it comes to the real meaningful measure of our lives, the two 
do not compare. 


A human being cannot reach excellence in his human nature 
without die spiritual dimension. A person who does not pay 
any heed to spiritual life is therefore worse than the beast who 
cannot heed that dimension. That is why God says in the 
Holy Quran, 



Certainly W ? have winnowed out for hell many of the jinn 
and humans: they have hearts with which they do not under¬ 
stand ' they have eyes with which they do not see , they have 
ears with which they do not hear. They are like cattle; indeed\ 
they are more astray . It is they who are the heedless . 2 

Mankind was given greater faculties and abilities dian all 
other creation. Our abilities axe even greater than the angels. 
That is why when the best of God’s creation, the Holy 
Prophet Muhammad (s), ascended to die heavens and con¬ 
tinued to ascent, he reached a point where Gabriel could no 
longer accompany him and said, 


2 'JTic Holy Quran, 7:179. 
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Go forth , 0 y Messenger of God (s)!lf is not permittedforme 
to proceed beyond this point , and if l transgress just an inch 
I will surely be burned J 


The spiritual dimension and our ability as human beings to 
reach closer to God is thus the ultimate purpose of our lives. 
It is this closeness to God that can bestow upon us die at¬ 
tributes of excellence as we draw closer and closer to the 
spring of excellence. This is the meaning of the supplication 
taught to us by Imam Ali (a), who said, 


dlJ Ia ji ai Lj c dUj ^ *-~A 

( J.^.9 < jjjJl V —Jr 


0 9 Lordgrant me excellence in devotion to you and brighten 
theJioresight of our hearts with the light of looking on to You. 
So that the foresight of the hearts can breach the veils of light 
and teach the mettle ojgreatness. And so our souls will be¬ 
come attached to the honor of Your Majesty. 3 4 


How to Seek Closeness to God? 

There is no doubt that each of us can dedicate any and all his 
actions toward seeking closeness to God. Whedier it is an act 
of worship or simple acts of subsistence, so long as the intent 
behind our actions is seeking His pleasure we will always 
grow closer to Him. There are, however, a few things which 
are especially helpful in this regard, as we will outline below. 


3 Al-Ma jlisi, Bihar ah A nwar % 18:382. 

4 I bn l awns, Iqbalat-A 'maty 3:299. 
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77 7/e Monotheistic Faith 


God made faith as the best means to grow closer to Him. The 
more an individual grows in faith, the closer he grows to God. 
As the Commander of the Faithful (a) said, 


The closest of people to God is the best of them in faith . 


5 


Still, we must recognize that faidi is an issue which is much 
more involved dian spoken words. It is somediing which 
must be rooted deep in the hearts. That why God says in the 
Holy Quran, 






V > V - r 

(Crj 


TA? Bedouins say, We have faith .' iVy, TW do not have 
faith jet; rather, say, l We have embraced Islam, >y for faith 
has not yet entered into your hearts . Yet if you obey God and 
His Apostle, He will not stint anything of [the reward of] 
your works . Indeed God is all-forgiving, all-merciful 5 6 

Faith is therefore a level higher than simply adhering to the 
doctrines of the religion. The Holy Prophet (s) said, 

jLdll ^ lo b jU)A 


Faith is what settles in the hearts and is confirmed by action . 
Islam is what is spoken by the tongue. 7 


5 AlAVasiri, 'Ojoun at-Hikam , 121. 

o The Holy Quran, 49:14. 

7 Al-Majlisi, Bihar al-Anwar, 47:208. 
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Imam al-Baqir (a) added, 



dAl-Xj o'^LaJi 

oU>' Ji 


[because of Islam, people] were united in prayer, ^akat,fast¬ 
ing and bajj, and thus wen taken from disbelief and into 
belief 8 


Islam is therefore a general classification applied to anyone 
who witnesses that there is no god but God and that the Holy 
Prophet Muhammad (s) is His messenger. This gives Mus¬ 
lims rights and obligations toward one another in issues such 
as marriage, inheritance, and other social issues. It unites us 
in our prayers, Hajj, and other acts of worship. But it is not 
the measure by which God distinguishes one individual over 
another. We are all equally Muslim, albeit some of us may be 
more faithful than others. 


So what is true faith? If we look at die noble narrations, we 
can deduce a common defining theme for what true faith 
means. Let us first go dirough some of these narrations. The 
Holy Prophet (s) is reported to have said, 


bj lsu>J ^ L j\ jUV' -UP U 

^ 1 y. (1 alias-' 


y\ servant does not reach the true faith until he is certain that 
what befell him would never have missed him, and that what 
has passed him up would never have reached him. 9 


8 Al-Kulayni, al-Knfi , 2:26-27 

9 Al- H indi, at- 'Ommal y 1:25. 
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Imam Ali (a) said. 


Uj, 4S' jj ^ Uj. ^ jtd j-xJjj V 


0 jj 


servant does not realise tnte faith unless bis trust in what 
is with God is more than his trust in what he himself has. 10 

Imam al-Sadiq (a) also said. 







Know that a servant has not reached [true] faith until he is 
content with what God has done to and for him, whether it is 
as he desites or not . '* l 


All these narrations in fact refer to one common understand¬ 
ing of faith — that is, to believe that everything in the world is 
by and at the command of God. This is true monotheism. 
This is why Imam Ali (a) is reported to have said, 


I have not seen anything except that l have seen God before 
it] 2 

When an individual reaches true certainty in God, he will turn 
wholeheartedly toward Him. He will not see anything but 
God. He will not seek anything except God’s pleasure. This 
is true monotheistic faith — true tawheed. 


10 A1-Radi, Nahj al-Balagha , 4:74, Saying 310. 

11 Al-Kulayni, al-Kaji r, 8:8. 

12 Al-Mazandarani, Shark Usootat-Kafi, 3:83. 


238 



Seeking Closeness to God 


Some people have the misconception that tawheed means 
that we should turn to God dixecdy without seeking any 
means to reach closer to Him. This fallacy is clearly errone¬ 
ous, especially in light of the verses of the Holy Quran. True 
tawheed is to obey God’s every command. So when God 
commands us to seek Him through the means which He set, 
we do not step outside the boundaries of our faith. God says 
in the Holy Quran, 


j&J AU-jii 4 \ 'y' 'yiT $ b 



0 ’yon who have faith! Be wary of God, and seek the means 
of recourse to Him, u 

Therefore, not seeking the proper means to Him is actually a 
form of disobedience of His commands. As Lady Fatima (a) 
emphasized in her famous sermon after the passing of the 
Holy Prophet (s), we must follow God’s command by fol¬ 
lowing the messengers and guides which He chose for us. She 
said, 

j ^ j y>- 4^ \yj13 

oU- y> rtiil Lb fj*\ \c* 

■■ 

j X J J J* Ojy j 

4 w'J Ji j ^4^ 

So be wary of God as He truly deserves and do not die except 
as Muslims . Do not turn on your heels . O/vy H/w /// tf// 

His commands and inhibitions, for surely only those oj God’s 


is The Holy Quran, 5:35. 
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servants having knowledge fear Him. Praise God who, by 
His greatness and light, the denizens of the heavens and the 
earth have sought the means to Him. Surely, we an His 
means amongst His creations and we an the family of His 
messenger. We are His ptvof to what is unseen and the in¬ 
heritors of His prophets. N 


True tawheed is one which is built on following die com¬ 
mands of God and seeking the means to Him. The true 
means to God are His chosen Prophet (s) and die Immacu¬ 
late guides after him. We must follow this path diat God drew 
for us. God says, 


J- ft J3^' o*3 

* r* 


This indeed is my straight path, sofollow it, and do notfollow 
[other] ways, for they will separate you from PI is way. This 
is what He enjoins upon you so that you may be Godwaiy. 15 


That is why Imam al-Hadi (a) taught us to say in visitation of 
our beloved Imams (a), 


% 3*3 'ft* 34 0^3 ‘K & 4 & 


Whoever seeks God starts with you! Whoever believes in His 
oneness takes [his religion]from you! Whoever pursues Him 
will turn to Him with you [as his intercessors]! 16 

Seeking any means beside this will not bring us closer to God. 
Rather, it will only drive us further away from Him because 


14 Al-Tabari, Data W al-lwama, 113. 

15 The Holy Quran, 6:153. 

16 Al-Tusi, Tabthteb al-Abkam, 6:99. 
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it is a form of disobedience of His commands. We must 
therefore take God’s prescribed means in order to be able to 
perfect our faith and reach closer to Him. 

Good Work 


Closeness to God cannot be attained without expending ef¬ 
fort and striving toward that goal. We cannot expect to grow 
spiritually without putting the time and making the tough de¬ 
cisions that are entailed. God did not grant closeness to Him 
to His prophets and messengers before He tested them, and 
so He does the same to us. God says, 





When they had been patient and had conviction in Onr signs , 
We appointed amongst them imams to guide [the people] by 
Our command] 7 


God continues to emphasize the righteous deeds of His close 
servants in many verses of the Holy Quran. He says, 


bJ ^ 


We made them imams, guiding by Our command, and We 
revealed to them [concerning] the performance oj good deeds, 
the maintenance of prayers, and the giving of %akat, and they 
used to worship Us. ts 

The best example to the great effort diat die pious put in 
seeking closeness to God can be seen in our beloved Prophet 


17 The Holy Quran, 32:24. 

18 The Holy Quran, 21:73. 
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Muhammad (s). Even though "he drew nearer and nearer [to 
God] until he was wkhin two bows' length or even nearer,” 19 
he continued to strive in seeking the pleasure of God and 
closeness to Him. In fact, he was so consumed in his devo¬ 
tion that he began to wear himself out. That is why God re¬ 
vealed the verse speaking to the Holy Prophet (s). 



[0 y Muhammad!] We did not send down to you the Quran 
that you should be miserable. 20 

The point is that seeking closeness to God does not come 
without effort. Imam Ali al-Sajjad (a) teaches us to supplicate 
and say, 

(3 dlds ^3 


0' God\ ??iake me one of those individuals who diligently 
sought You and did not slack , who walked the path to You 
and did not stray , and who relied on You to reach You until 
he did .. 


In another supplication he taught us to say, 

dU[ si ... JJi' 3 A\j\j < 

4 dU\.<^ diu?^ 

► •• 


19 The J loly Quran, 53:8-9. 

20 The Holy Quran, 20:1-2. 
Al-Majlisi, Br/xir al-Anwar t 91:156. 
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dh-^ 

/<?/// //r withy oh r sewants who proactively rush towards You, 
continuously knock Your doors, and worship You day and 
night... Indeed, my endeavors are devoted to You and my 
wilt is directed at Yon. For You, and no one else , are my vigil 
and wakefulness . To meet You is the apple of my eye and to 
be at Your sendee is the hope of my soul To You I yearn and 
with Your love / am engrossed. It is Your love that I long for 
and Your satisfaction that I desi/v. My need is that I see 
You . My request is that I be at Your side. To be dose to Yon 
is my ultimate pleaP 

There are a number of other points that we should also keep 
in mind. 

First, when we look at the books of jurisprudence, we find 
that all acts of worship are conditioned on the intent of seek¬ 
ing closeness to God. Our faith does not see any spiritual 
value to acts done without that intent. Any act done with the 
intention of gaining recognition or appeasing a personal guilt 
does not hold any weight in diis regard. 

Second, the actions diat we undertake to seek closeness to 
God must be acts that He asked us for and sanctioned. We 
cannot seek closeness to God by means of worship diat we 
fabricate ourselves. We must always turn back to the Holy 
Prophet (s) and the Immaculate Imams (a) and learn from 
them the means by which we can grow closer to our Lord. 


22 Al-Majlisi* Bihar (il-Amvar y 91:147-48. 
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Third, we must realise that fust and foremost in our journey 
of closeness to God we must observe the acts which He made 
obligatory and keep away from what He forbade. No amount 
of extra fasting or prayer can do us any good if we do not 
maintain our daily prayers. What value will our acts of wor¬ 
ship hold if we continue to transgress against our Lord? 
Imam al-Sadiq (a) relays that God once told Prophet Moses, 

\jl>\ V oU>- 

O' Moses, no one can seek closeness to me through anything 
like forsaking what I have forbidden . Indeed, I shall grant 
them the Gardens of Eden and notjoin any alongside them?* 

Devotion 

It is not enough to undertake the type of actions that we gen¬ 
erally regard as righteous. For our actions to count and to 
bring us closer to God, they must be performed with sincerity 
and devotion. Imam al-Baqir (a) said, 

oLp bjlc- x^\ ^ 

A servant is not truly a worshipper of God until he devotes 
himself to Him and not to any of His creatures. This is when 
God will say, This is purely for me, 9 and accepts him with 
His grace. 24 


23 Al-Majiisi, Bifwr at-Anwar, 67:307. 

24 AM lilli, 'Qddat al-Daa f i, 219. 
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Indeed, God commands us to be devoted to Him in our faith. 
He says, 


^ ^ 5 jw4^ <li' U 3 



Though (hey wen not commanded except to worship God\ 
dedicating their faith to Him as men of pun faith, and to 
maintain the prayer and pay the %cikat. That is the upright 
religion. 2 * 

There are multiple levels of devotion which a person can at¬ 
tain in regards to his acts of worship. The lowest level is to 
clear his intent from all forms of duplicity or ascribing any 
partner to God. There is no lower level than this, as an act 
undertaken with the intention of gaining closeness to anyone 
besides God is invalid and corrupt. 

A person can gradually rise in levels of devotion to reach the 
apex, when he devotes every aspect of his being to his crea¬ 
tor. At this level, nothing besides God can enter the heart of 
the believer. This is what Imam Ali (a) described when he 
said, 


B/essed is the one who deiwfes to God his actions and 
knowledge, what he loves and what he hates, what he takes 
and what he /eaves, and bis speech and silence: 6 


25 The Holy Quran, 98:5. 

26 Al-1 larrani, Tobaf aI-X)qooi 91. 
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So how can an individual reach these high levels of devotion? 
Our noble traditions describe to us a few methods which we 
can utilize in training ourselves to gain this devotion. 

There is an evident correlation between devotion and wor¬ 
ship. An individual more dedicated to worship God will more 
quickly rise in devotion to Him. Worsliip purifies die soul 
and allows it to excel further and further in this regard. As 
Imam Ali (a) said, 


Devotion is the fmit of worship. 27 

Faith is another factor that plays into an individual’s devotion 
to God. Imam Ali (a) said, 

ij. 


Devotion is the fruit of certitude. 28 


Certitude is a level of faith that can be achieved through wor¬ 
ship. God says. 




Worship your Lord until certainty comes to you. 29 

Devotion is also related to God’s love for any of His servants. 
A companion of the Holy Prophet Muhammad (s) once 
asked about devotion. The Prophet (s) in turn asked Gabriel 
who asked God. God’s reply was, 


27 AlAVasiti, Vjo/tn af-Hika/n, 38. 

28 A1-Wasid, 'Oyoun al-Htkam , 23. 

29 The Holy Quran, 15:99. 
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o* <3 40 (j^r" cr® 

Devotion is a secret amongst My secrets. I entrust it in the 
hearts of those whom / love. m 

So if God loves a servant, He will grant him devotion. But 
how does someone earn God’s love? If we look at the noble 
tradition, we find that this too is tied back to worship. The 
Holy Prophet (s) relays that God says. 

No servant can seek closeness to Me by a means better than 
what I have prescribed. He shall gmw closer to A le through 
mom mended prayers until I love him. u 

It should be clear at diis point that all diese factors we are 
speaking of are very intertwined. Worship leads to closeness, 
which leads to divine love, which leads to devotion, which 
also leads to closeness, and so on. 

The moral is that so long as die individual gets on die straight 
path and makes a conscious effort to grow closer to God, 
God will take his hand and lead him closer and closer to Hun. 
Tins is indeed a sign of God’s ultimate generosity. Indeed, 

The bounty of your Lord is not confined. m 


w AI - Bo ro j o u r d i , y awi ' A hadedh al-S bin. 1:375. 

31 Al-Kulayni, n/-K/ifi y 2:352, 

32 The Holy Quran, 17:20. 
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The important thing to realize is that guidance and closeness 
to God is not something that God gives out haphazardly. Ra¬ 
ther, an individual must work in order to earn the level of 
closeness that he seeks. God says, 



> > - - -5 







As for him who gives and is Godwaiy and confirms the best 
promise, We wi/I surely ease him towardfelicityf 


He also says, 




As for those who strive in Us, We shall surely guide them in 
Our ways, and God is indeed with the virtuousd 4 


The Fruits of Closeness 

When we observe how mankind functions in society, we find 
that an individual is greatly influenced by those who he asso¬ 
ciates with. An individual who associates with a group who 
have adopted a certain vice will likely end up committing the 
vice himself. An individual who associates with the affluent 
in society will more likely be able to climb the social ladder. 
An individual who associates with scholars and professors 
will more easily become a learned individual. All these indi¬ 
viduals draw upon the attributes of whomever they associate 
with. 


33 The i loly Quran, 92:5-7, 
w The I loly Quran, 29:69. 
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This is all in terms of worldly affairs and attributes. But what 
happens when an individual draws closer to God, the One of 
supreme attributes? There is no doubt that becoming closer 
to God will allow us to manifest more and more of the divine 
qualities. For example, we are all dependent creations who 
are in need of their sustainer. God tells us, 


3* illij Jl j®\ $ k 


0 mankind! You are the ones who stand in need of God, 
and God - He is the All-sufficient, the AII-laudable. }5 


The closer we grow to Him, the more sufficient we will be. 
God’s attributes go much further. He says, 


^>jil 3* *0^3 ^ fife V*\ ill V j; j1 i!i\ 3ft 

Jiuil ji VI V 3* ^YY^> 

ii T r )> 5^ & Jfo 6^ ‘j&A Jgsi> 

^ u a! ^4 iiP’vi 4 iybii jjuji iiii 

^ Y 3*3 j?j^'3 


He is God - //wr at //<? except Him — Knoiver oj the 
sensible and the Unseen, He is the S\ll-beneficent, the sill- 
merciful He is God — there is no god except Him — the 
Sovereign, the Si!I-holy, the S\H-benign, the Securer, the Sl/l- 
conserver, the All-mighty, the Slll-compeller, and the All- 
magnanimous. Clear is God of any partners that they may 
ascribe [to Him]! He is God, the Creator, the Alaker, and 
the Former. To Him belong the Best Names. Whatever there 


35 The I loly Quran, 35:15. 
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is in the heavens and the earth glorifies Him and He is the 
All-mighty, the AH-wise, 36 

How does growing closer to God affect us human beings? 
There are countless ways in which this closeness will allow us 
to grow to the better. For the sake of brevity, let us address a 
few prominent examples. 


Achieving Excellence 


Any individual seeking excellence knows that he has a long 
road ahead. Self-betterment is a long and arduous journey. 
But those who have achieved closeness to God undertake 
this journey with ease. Divine care for such individuals allows 
them to reach the highest levels of greatness in a shorter time 
span than others. 


This aspect of closeness to God is evident in our Holy 
Prophet (s) and his blessed Progeny (a). God also speak of 
others in the Holy Quran who were able to receive the great¬ 
est of divine blessings in their infancy, due to what God 
knows of their devotion and closeness to Him. God be¬ 
stowed great blessings on Jesus son of Mary while he was still 
an infant. God says, 


Jj* ifr & \$L illl b cM SI 
£ ^ f ft's <3 '(-A 0?' 

^ tty 


When the angels said\ O Mary , God gives you the good news 
of a Word from Him whose name is Messiah , Jesus son of 
Mary , distinguished in the world and the Hereafter and one 


36 The Holy Quran, 59:22-24. 
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of those brought near [to God j. He will speak to the people 
in the cradle and in adulthood\ and will be one of the right¬ 
eous. ** 7 

Divine I^ove 

Attaining closeness to God can also lead to receiving more 
and more of His divine love. This takes the servant further 
along the journey of excellence. Imam al-Baqir (a) narrates 
that when die Holy Prophet Muhammad (s) ascended to the 
heavens God told him, 

cii ^ ^ U <Ji vy 5 ^ 

^ '•Z+df 

(3^-^ oi c W ur W 0 -*iJ ^ 

AJ 0 servant can seek closeness to Me by a means better than 
what l have prescribed. He shall grow closer to Me through 
recommended prayers until I love him. Once l love him I shall 
be the ear by which he hears, the eye by which he sees , the 
tongue by which he speaks, and the band by which he strikes. 

If he supplicates to Me I shall answer him , and if he asks 
Me / shall give him. 58 

God tells the Holy Prophet (s) about the great capabilities 
that He gives to whomever He loves. He becomes die serv¬ 
ant’s eyes, ears, and hands, granting liim knowledge and abil¬ 
ity. An individual who gains closeness to God dierefore has 


37 The I loly Quran, 3:45-46. 

38 Al-Kulayni, at-Kafi % 2:352. 
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no limit to how much he can grow in excellence on his spir¬ 
itual journey. 


We see a number of examples in die Holy Quran and in our 
history of individuals who gained extraordinary capability 
through their closeness to God and His love for them. One 
of the best examples of diis is Jesus son of Mary who was 
given so many capabilities by God diat people began to diink 
of him as a god rather than as a righteous servants of the One 
Lord. God says, 








He will teach hiin the Book and wisdom, the Torah and the 
Evangel, and [he will be] an apostle to the Children of Israel, 

[and he will declare,] “I have certainly brought you a sign 
fromyour Lord: I will matefor you the form of a bird out of 
day , then I will breathe into it, and it will become a bird by 
God's leave . I heal the blind and the leper and I revive the 
dead by God's leave. I will tell you what you have eaten and 
what you have stored in your houses. There is indeed a sign 
in that for yon, should you be faithful] 9 

Jesus was given miraculous abilities, but all of his miracles 
were in full dependence on God’s omnipotence. He himself 
would declare, as we saw in the verse, that whatever miracle 


39 The Holy Quran, 3:48-49. 
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he undertakes is only by God’s leave. Yet there were individ¬ 
uals who did not understand the reality of true tawheed, failed 
to use their reason, and began to take Jesus as a lord beside 
God Almighty. God says, 


Ji ^ jc> $ t & 3 ^ 4 

oi ^ 3 y' o' ^ 3 ^ ^ 5 ' 03 ^ 

C3\ dCl ^ U pA Vj ^ ^ U iiji dJT' 



hen God will say , *0 y^r/Af J 0 // of Mazy! Was it you who 
said to the people , <c Take me and my mother for gods besides 
God”?’ He will say , immaculate are You! It does not be¬ 
hoove me to say what / have no fight to [sayf Had I said it, 
You would certainly have known it: You know whatever is 
in my self and I do not know what is in Your Self Indeed, 
You an knower of alt that is Unseen . 


J \j aJ)\ o' ^ p3 U 

Jfc 0J3 c- 3 j!l dJ\ dJ" ^ siiS IS li*i 

1 . 1 * i 
YkS* cP 


I did not say to them [anything] except what Yon had com¬ 
manded me [to say]: u Worship God\ my Lord and your 
Lord. ’’Audi was a witness to them so long asI was among 
them . But when You had taken me away, Yon Yourself were 
watchful over them , and You an witness to all things4° 

These were all powers and capabilities that God granted to 
Jesus son of Maty, but what abilities did God grant to His 


40 The 1 loly Quran, 5:116-17. 
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most beloved creations — the Holy Prophet Muhammad (s) 
and his Immaculate heirs (a)? These individuals, with our be¬ 
loved Prophet (s) at the forefront, surpassed in their excel¬ 
lence any other prophet or righteous servant. That is why 
they were granted much more than any other prophet or 
righteous servant. God removed from them all impurities and 
purified them a thorough purification. They were given un¬ 
imaginable levels of excellence through their closeness to the 
Almighty. It is enough to read the following segment of al- 
Ziyara a!-]amid which was taught to us by Imam al-Hadi (a), 



Whosoever turns away from you deviatesfrom the light path 
and whosoever closely adhere to you teaches the destination. 
Whosoeverfalls short in fulfilling his duties to you has surely 
lost. Verily, truth is with you, in you, from you, and unto 
you, as you an its people and mettle . Verily, the inheritance 
of Prophet hood is with you. Verify, the return of creation is 
to you and their judgment is with you. The most clear and 
pncise words are with you. The signs of God ate with you, 
His resolve is in you, His light and proof an with you, and 
His commands an with you.... 



^ ^ oiifcj jts-SlI jy 
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1 pi M ^ 5' viL^i fi) d^iiM J/i 

.SsS&L ^ cJkfcj aUj *. JJj; U file) i J^\ JLiicj j#l 


0' /vy masters! I cannot count all your merits. Nor can I 
fully praise your essence or describe your status. You are the 
light of the virtuous, the guides to the pious, and the proofs of 
the Omnipotent Lord. God began mat ion with Yon and 
with you He sealed it. With yon, He sends down abundant 
rains and prevents the heavens f/vm falling tcpon the earth, 
except by his permission. With you, He drives away t roubles 
and dismisses hardships. With yon is that with which His 
Messengers came down and with which His Angels de¬ 
scended. 4 * 


Their status is so high that we cannot even comprehend the 
greatness that they were given. We read in die supplication of 
the Month of Rajab taught to us by Imam Mahdi (a), 

J* o)lj Aj l» dAiLJ 

< db o lo ^ 1 t ».*■.> * ■ «**ll t 2 b—^ 

< d b* . y* lc dJjL^ 

4 : dii ijiu C jiSS 41 S?* 2 * 3 ^ dbljTj 

* + 

W*- 3 cdAnU^ -djLp 4^ dTij yjS V tdiijP y* 

dUi db* Ujju t Jju, 


0’ God, I ask you by all that is encompassed in the suppli¬ 
cations of Your vicegerents — whom 1 on trusted with Your 
secret, who take glad tidings in V our commands, who [accu¬ 
rately] describe Your omnipotence, and who pronounce } our 


41 Al-Tousi, Tabtheeb nl-Abkom, 6:97-99. 
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glory. I ask You by Your will which has been pronounced 
through them, so that they became the mettle of Your words . 

[You made them] the cornerstones of [beliefin] Your oneness, 

Your signs, and Your status — which cannot be denied\ Those 
who know Yon know You through them so that there is no 
difference between You and them except that they are your 
servants and creations. [The uni verse's] creation and destruc¬ 
tion are with Yon. Its inception isfrom you and its return is 
to you. 42 

May God allow us to be followers of the righteous servants 
whom He chose as protectors of His message and a mercy to 
all creation. 


42 Al-Tousi, Misbah af-Mntahajjid, 803. 
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